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The term soft power is entrenched in the theory and practice of American foreign policy,
yet scholars have not yet developed, or empirically tested, a theory about the conditions
under which governments can use soft power to their advantage—and that makes good
policy hard to design. Drawing on research from the fields of communications, social
psychology, and international relations theory, we develop a theory about the conditions
under which state efforts to employ soft power will be most likely to succeed. We argue
that to apply soft power effectively states must communicate to an intended target
in a functioning marketplace of ideas, persuade the target to change its attitude on
a relevant political issue, and ensure that the target’s newly held attitude influences
international political outcomes. We probe the plausibility of our theoretical claims
through an examination of U.S. attempts to use soft power in the Iraq War, the war
on terror, and democracy promotion. In conclusion, we set forth an agenda for future
research on soft power and provide insights for policymakers interested in using soft
power as a tool of foreign policy.

In his 1990 book Bound to Lead, Joseph Nye introduced the concept of “soft power.”1
According to Nye, soft power is “getting others to want the outcomes that you want.”2
Unlike hard power that encourages changes in behavior through either inducements or
threats, Nye argues that soft power “comes from attraction.”3 Relevant hard-power resources
include military and economic might, but the soft power of a country “rests primarily on
three sources: its culture (in places where it is attractive to others), its political values (when
it lives up to them at home and abroad), and its foreign policies (when they are seen as
legitimate and having moral authority).”4 Nye argues that the culture, values, and policies
of the United States, in particular, have historically been very attractive to the rest of the
world and that this has provided the United States with a reservoir of soft power that it
For helpful comments on earlier drafts of this article, the authors would like to thank Celeste
Arrington, Naaz Barma, Brent Durbin, Peter Katzenstein, David Patel, Ely Ratner, Jacob Shapiro,
and the participants in the American Soft Power Panel at the 2008 International Studies Association
annual meeting held in San Francisco, California.
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can use to achieve its goals without resorting to bribery or coercion.5 Nye cites numerous
cases, including the fall of the Soviet Union, as examples in which the United States used
soft power to its advantage.6
Nye’s claims about the importance of soft power have had an enormous impact on
the theory and practice of American foreign policy. Scholars have adopted the concept in
their academic writings, pundits have advocated that the United States use more or less soft
power in its mix of foreign policy strategies, analysts have attempted to size up the soft
power of other states, and policymakers have pursued policies that assume that soft power
is an important force in international politics.7
Yet this is all taking place without any real agreement on what soft power actually
means, precisely how it works, and what it takes to deploy it effectively. While there is a
voluminous literature on soft power, scholars have not articulated, in a practical sense, how
governments can use soft power to their advantage, nor have they theorized the conditions
under which soft power campaigns will be most likely to succeed.8
In this article, we develop a theory about the conditions under which governmental
efforts to employ soft power will be most likely to succeed. We define a state effort to
employ soft power as a coordinated government attempt to convince other actors to do
what they otherwise would not do by using instruments that do not directly affect the
others’ material incentive structure.9 In other words, states exercise soft power when they
use nonmaterial means to achieve specific foreign policy objectives. It is of course the case
that states do not control some resources, such as national culture, that are thought to be
an important part of the broader definitions of soft power and could be resources in a soft
power strategy. For this reason, recommendations for governments to use more or less soft
power in their foreign policy portfolios are at odds with expansive notions of soft power
that include resources governments cannot readily control.10 We invite others to analyze in
future research the more expansive notions of soft power.
In this piece, we analyze government efforts to employ soft power to achieve specific
foreign policy goals. This research question is most amenable to political analysis and
promises to provide useful policy recommendations.
Drawing on research from the fields of communications, social psychology, and international relations theory, we argue that there are a number of steps that intervene between
a state’s effort to exercise soft power and an improvement in its foreign policy environment. To apply soft power effectively states must: communicate to an intended target in a
functioning marketplace of ideas, persuade the target to change its attitude on a relevant
political issue, and ensure that the target’s newly held attitude influences international political outcomes. Each of these conditions is necessary, but when taken together may or
may not be sufficient for a state to effectively employ soft power.
We probe the plausibility of our theoretical claims against evidence from U.S. attempts
to use soft power in the post-9/11 era. This preliminary empirical investigation lends
plausibility to our theoretical claims. The absence of soft power’s three preconditions
contributed to the United States’ failure to win hearts and minds in Iraq and to counter
ideological support for terrorism, but their presence helped Washington promote democracy
in the postcommunist region.
The findings of this article have important implications for scholarly research and
U.S. foreign policy. Although “power” is still a contested concept, scholars have invested
enormous effort in developing theories of how to deploy hard power in the service of state
interests. If soft power is even a fraction as important as hard power is, or could be, then
it seems straightforward that scholars should invest real effort in developing analogous
theories of soft power. As a partial move in that direction, we provide a set of criteria for
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determining the types of policy problems that states may be able to successfully address
using soft power strategies.
In the next section, we present a theory about the conditions under which state soft
power campaigns will be most likely to succeed. We then analyze three U.S. government
efforts to employ soft power—the Iraq War, the war on terror, and democracy promotion—to
assess the plausibility of our theoretical model. Finally, in the concluding section, we
highlight implications of our argument for international relations theory and U.S. foreign
policy.
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Toward a Theory of Soft Power
In this section, we develop a theory about the conditions under which states will best
be able to apply soft power to achieve specific foreign policy objectives. We argue that
there are a number of hurdles that intervene between a state’s attempt to wield soft power
and its ability to achieve its desired outcomes in international politics. If soft power is
an important force in international politics, and if states are to wield soft power as a tool
of diplomacy, then there are three preconditions that should characterize the environment
in which states operate. First, states must be able to communicate to the intended target
in something approximating a functioning marketplace of ideas. Second, the attitudes of
the relevant target must be subject to influence and change. Third, the attitudes of the
target must have causal impact on an outcome in international politics that promotes the
interests of the state attempting to wield soft power. We argue that each of these three
conditions are necessary, but may not be sufficient, for a state to effectively employ soft
power.

Marketplace of Ideas
If states are to shape the preferences of an international audience, or target, then they must
be able to interact with that target in something that functions like a marketplace of ideas.
It is only in such a marketplace that the wielder of soft power or the “sender” can shape the
preferences of others. At the other extreme, if the target is never exposed to the sender’s
message, then it obviously cannot be influenced by it. If the target is exposed to the sender’s
message only in a context that systematically portrays the message as unattractive, and the
sender has no opportunity to correct that bias, it will also be unlikely that the target will
adjust its preferences to the advantage of the potential wielder of soft power.
The sine qua non of a functioning economic marketplace is competition. A functioning
marketplace of ideas also requires competition. There is market failure when the competition of ideas breaks down, undermining efforts to deploy soft power. When national
governments attempt to control the content of information flows to, and within, their societies, they can exert a systematic influence on the beliefs of their people, masses and elites
alike. Governments shape the messages received by their populace for reasons of domestic
legitimacy and regime survival, but the sometimes unintended consequence is undermining
the soft power of other states. This can be done as authoritarian states selectively permit
information from abroad to enter. This can also be done through official government propaganda that intentionally seeks to tarnish the policies, culture, and values of other states.
In such an environment, the competition of ideas takes place on an uneven playing field
and it will be more difficult for the disadvantaged states to exercise soft power.
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In sum, states wishing to exercise soft power will be more successful in an environment
with a functioning marketplace of ideas. In case of market failure due to government
censorship, or other barriers, steps to overcome the market failure may be necessary before
soft power can be effectively exercised.
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Attitude Change
Assuming that a potential wielder of soft power is able to effectively communicate its message to an intended target, its work is not yet done. In order to influence the target, at a bare
minimum, the message must result in a change of attitude. Psychological research suggests
that changing strongly held attitudes is most likely to occur under certain conditions.
An attitude is defined as “a general and enduring positive or negative feeling about
some person, object, or issue.”11 Persuasion is “any instance in which an active attempt is
made to change a person’s mind.”12 According to psychological research, the probability
of attitude change is determined by three factors—the source of the message, the content of
the message, and the recipient of the message.13 When a source is credible and attractive, a
message is repeated and contains emotional content, and the target is in a receptive mood,
attitudinal change is more likely.14
Persuasion is more likely to be successful if the recipient of the message deems the
source to be credible and attractive.15 Credible sources are identified as those that are expert
and trustworthy.16 Research shows that the trustworthiness of a source is undermined if
the source has a direct stake in the matter at hand, especially when the source promotes
a position that clearly furthers his or her own interests.17 Because of this, independent,
third-party sources are often better able to convey a credible message.
Attractive sources are also persuasive because research shows that people want to
please sources that they like.18 There may be limits, however, to the persuasive power of
beauty when it comes to substantial political issues. Experimental research has found that
messages delivered by an attractive woman are more likely to encourage a change in attitude
on trivial issues, such as switching toothpaste.19 In short, expert, trustworthy, and attractive
sources are more credible, and thus more persuasive, than nonexpert, untrustworthy, and/or
unattractive sources.
The message itself, in particular its frequency and content, is also an important factor in
determining the effectiveness of persuasion. Repetition of a message enhances comprehension and retention. The more often the target of an intended message receives the message,
the more likely it is that he or she will remember it.20 Yet at a certain point, repeated presentations of a persuasive message decrease attitude change while simultaneously increasing
retention.21 The content of a message also matters. Messages that arouse or reduce strongly
felt emotions such as fear are more likely to be retained.22
Finally, factors associated with the messages’ intended target also determine the degree
to which the recipient will internalize the message. People who have low self-esteem are
most likely to be influenced by persuasive communication.23 The target’s experience prior
to receiving a message also matters. People in a good mood are more open to persuasion.24
For example, experiments show that people eating delectable foods while reading a message
are more likely to be receptive to that message.25
The implications of the psychological literature on attitudinal change for soft power
are complicated and cannot be ignored. States seeking to shape the preferences of other
actors will be more effective insofar as their efforts are consistent with basic psychological
laws of attitude change. State efforts to apply soft power are more likely to meet with
success when they communicate through credible and attractive sources, deliver a repeated
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message that speaks to the recipient at an emotional level, and target recipients that are
open to communication.
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Attitudes and Foreign Policy
Even if a state is successful in effectively communicating a message in a marketplace of
ideas and in changing the attitudes of its target audience, the state will not have applied
soft power effectively if the new attitude does not result in a noticeable improvement in the
state’s international political environment. Any theory of soft power necessarily assumes
that attitudes held by individuals play a central causal role in determining political behavior
and that the behavior of these individuals can shape relevant international outcomes. There
are reasons to believe, however, that the attitudes of individuals may have a decisive impact
on international political outcomes only under certain conditions. Individuals may not be
in a position to influence international political outcomes themselves and, even if they are,
structural and material forces compete with and shape individual attitudes as a driver of
international political outcomes. States will be better able to exercise soft power when they
target relevant political actors and when the attitudes held by these actors are not challenged
by competing material forces.
The application of soft power is more likely to succeed when the target of the soft
power campaign is in a position to shape international political outcomes. According to
some international relations scholars, individuals are rarely in such a position.26 There are,
however, certain types of individuals and certain types of issue areas in which individuals
may have a greater ability to shape political outcomes, depending on the type of state in
which they reside. In most states, elites have a greater voice in influencing their state’s
foreign policy than does the average citizen. In open polities, the voice of the average
citizen may count for more in shaping his or her state’s foreign policy than in a state ruled
by an authoritarian regime. In a few select issue areas, such as terrorism, insurgency, or
civil war, the individual is an important political actor in his or her own right. A soft power
campaign directed at these politically relevant actors is more likely to be effective than a
campaign that targets actors that are unlikely to have any role in shaping national foreign
policies, or in directly acting in an international political context.
Even if a wielder of soft power is successful at changing the attitude of a relevant
political actor, however, individual attitudes may still be overwhelmed by material and
structural factors in driving international political outcomes. If the message of the soft
power campaign clashes with material interests of the target audience, whether that target
is a state or a substate actor, it is less likely that the attitude will shape the target’s political
behavior. If, on the other hand, the message expressed in the soft power campaign is
consistent, or at least not in direct conflict, with the target’s core material interests, or if the
target does not possess a clear understanding of its core material interests, the soft power
campaign stands a greater chance of success.
In sum, we propose that attitude change will be more likely to result in a change in
the international political environment when states target relevant political actors and when
the message of the soft power campaign does not conflict with the target audience’s core
material interests.

Summary: A Theory of Soft Power
Drawing on previous research from the fields of communications, psychology, and international relations theory, this section described the path by which soft power operates. States
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will be better able to apply soft power when three conditions are present—1) the intended
target exists in a functioning marketplace of ideas, 2) the state can communicate through a
credible source that can deliver a repeated message that speaks to recipients at an emotional
level and the target is open to communication, 3) the political environment is such that
individual attitudes have an impact. These conditions are fairly restrictive and suggest that
the scope for the successful application of soft power in international politics may be more
limited than is generally thought.
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Soft Power in Practice
To probe the plausibility of this theory of soft power, we examine soft power campaigns
waged by the United States in the post 9/11 era under the leadership of President George
W. Bush: winning hearts and minds in Iraq, countering ideological support for terrorism,
and democracy promotion in the postcommunist region.
The selection of these three cases offers an important advantage for our research
question and hypotheses. By selecting cases from a single state, at a delimited point in
time, simultaneously engaged in a number of soft power campaigns, we control roughly for
the aggregate soft power resources of the state and other potentially confounding factors
related to the state (including its leadership) and the historical time period. This allows us
to examine how changes in the hypothesized conditions influences the probability that a
soft power campaign will succeed. If, in these cases, the United States experienced varying
degrees of success, and this variation was due in part to the conditions we identify above,
we will have found some support for our argument.
We study what are arguably the three most prominent soft power campaigns directed
at particular audiences and aimed at defined outcomes that the United States has conducted
since 9/11.27 It is possible that some soft power campaigns succeed and others fail because
the government devoted more attention and resources to some soft power campaigns than to
others. By focusing only on the most important soft power campaigns, we can increase our
confidence that any difference in outcomes can be explained by the conditions we identify,
and that those differences are not primarily the result of different levels of government
effort or the commitment of resources.
We also recognize that focusing on a single presidential administration in a single
country limits our ability to generalize our findings. It may very well be the case that
other countries, or other U.S. presidential administrations, apply soft power more or less
effectively than did the George W. Bush administration. Therefore, this research design
does not allow us to draw any definitive conclusions on the overall effectiveness of soft
power strategies.
We examine carefully the effectiveness of the U.S. soft power campaigns in each of
these cases through the lens of our theoretical argument. We seek to understand the degree to
which the U.S. soft power campaign had an effect in each of these cases. We do not contend
that a soft power story can definitively explain lack of support for the U.S. occupation in
Iraq, the strength of international terrorist ideology, and successful democratization in a
single article. Many factors other than the application of U.S. soft power helped to generate
the observed outcomes in each case. Our goal is a more modest one, to assess the impact,
if any, produced by the U.S. soft power campaign in each policy domain.
States often apply hard power and soft power in tandem. In the analysis of soft power
campaigns that follow we seek to isolate and evaluate the effectiveness of the soft power
campaign in isolation. We measure the success or failure of the U.S. soft power campaigns
in each of these cases by examining the goals of the campaign as stated by the U.S.
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government. When we find evidence that a U.S. soft power campaign made noticeable
progress toward its stated goals, the case is scored as a soft power success. On the other
hand, when we find that the U.S. soft power campaign failed to make evident progress
toward its stated goals, the case is scored as a failure.
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Iraq War
In the Iraq War, the United States set out to use soft power to win the hearts and minds of
the Iraqi public. Despite a concerted effort, the United States failed in this objective and
a vast majority of Iraqis turned against the U.S.-led occupation. We argue that this failure
was the result of an environment that was not conducive to the application of soft power.
While Iraq did contain a functioning marketplace of ideas, the United States was unable to
persuade Iraqis because the United States lacked credibility as a messenger. Moreover, the
U.S. occupation clashed with the core material interests of the Iraqi people.
The importance of winning hearts and minds was evident in government rhetoric and
action.28 The U.S. government took a number of concrete steps designed to gain the approval
of the Iraqi people. The U.S. military launched an information campaign that included the
writing and planting of media stories chronicling the good that the U.S. occupation was
doing for Iraqi society.29 The U.S. Army’s National Training Center in California was
transformed from holding Cold War–style tank-on-tank war games to hosting mock Iraqi
villages that provided soldiers experience in mingling with and winning over a civilian
population.30 Most importantly, in 2007 the United States “surged” the number of U.S.
forces in Iraq to better provide population security as dictated by a new counterterrorism
strategy.
Despite a clear recognition of the importance of soft power in Iraq, and a concerted
effort to win the hearts and minds of the Iraqi public, the United States failed. In the years
following the U.S. invasion, Iraqi popular approval of the U.S. military occupation steadily
declined. In a 2008 poll, for example, 61 percent of Iraqis said that the presence of U.S.
forces provoked more violence than it prevented.31 Support for attacks against U.S. troops
increased from 47 percent in January 2006 to 61 percent in June 2006.32 And finally, of
Iraqis who said that the country is moving in the wrong direction, 32 percent cited the
presence of the occupation as a reason in June 2006, up from 17 percent in September
2005.33 Not even the U.S.’s new counterinsurgency policy in 2006 and the associated surge
in the level of U.S. forces in Iraq in 2007 succeeded in winning over the Iraqi population.
Only 26 percent of Iraqis agreed that the surge had succeeded, and over half said that it had
made the security situation in Iraq worse.34 In short, in the face of a concerted U.S. effort
to win over the Iraqi people, Iraqi public opinion on the U.S. mission in Iraq deteriorated
over time.
Why did the United States fail to win the hearts and minds of the Iraqi public?35
The answer is that the conditions for the application of soft power were never in place in
the Iraqi case. The United States was able to communicate in something approximating
a functioning marketplace of ideas in Iraq, but it was unable to exert soft power because
conditions were not conducive to persuasion, and because the message of the U.S. soft
power campaign clashed with the core interests of the Iraqi people.
The U.S. effort to apply soft power in Iraq was able to access a fairly robust marketplace
of ideas. Following the overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s regime, Iraq was exposed, for the
first time in decades, to a relatively open media and freewheeling political debate. Iraqis
suddenly had a choice among newspapers. The number of available print media proliferated
from a few tightly-controlled outlets prior to the invasion to more than 100 newspapers
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and magazines that were made available within years in Baghdad.36 Iraqis were also able
to gain access to satellite television and foreign news services including Al Jazeera, Al
Arabiya, CNN, and the BBC.37 By 2007, seventy percent of Iraqis had satellite television
in their homes.38 The evidence suggests that mainstream Iraqis had fairly open access to a
range of ideas in the post-invasion environment.
The United States actively attempted to compete in this marketplace of ideas. U.S.
civilian and military leaders appeared on television and radio speaking about the benign
intentions and potential benefits of the U.S. occupation.39 Iraqi leaders themselves spoke
out in public on behalf of the U.S. occupation.40 This was, however, a marketplace, not
a monopoly, of ideas and many others denounced the U.S. role in Iraq. Foreign officials,
members of the Iraqi government, Shiite clerics, al Qaeda leaders, opposition groups in
the United States, and others publicly accused the United States of being a self-interested
imperial power and urged an immediate transfer of sovereignty to Iraq and the redeployment
of U.S. forces.41 The Iraqi population had a range of products from which to choose in this
new ideational marketplace.
While the United States was able to compete in the marketplace of ideas, the circumstances were not conducive to persuasion. Research has shown that self-interested actors
make less credible messengers, and the United States had clearly self-interested motivations
to convince the Iraqi public of the benefits of U.S. occupation. Iraqis were skeptical of U.S.
messages from the beginning of the occupation. According to one Iraqi educator, speaking
in the summer of 2004, the Iraqis “just don’t believe the Americans anymore.”42 Even
attempts to conceal the American hand were largely unsuccessful. The fact that the U.S.
was writing media content for an Iraqi audience was revealed in a New York Times exposé.
The story was met with “shrugs” in Baghdad, where people were already “skeptical about
the media.”43 The absence of independent, third-party sources of the message that the U.S.
occupation was beneficial to Iraq was striking and had a significant impact on Iraqis’ lack
of support for the occupation.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the U.S. efforts to use soft power to win hearts
and minds in Iraq also failed because support for the U.S.-led occupation clashed with the
core material interests of the Iraqi population. Simply put, the U.S. occupation was in direct
conflict with Iraq’s core material interest of regaining control of its lost sovereignty.
Successful occupations are characterized by and are partly a result of a significant
external security threat shared by both the occupied population and the occupying power.44
In the Iraq case, the United States could not claim to be defending Iraq from an even
greater foreign threat, and the Iraqi population was not convinced that a long-term U.S.
military presence was necessary. As a result, and as the polling data show, the Iraqi people
were hostile to U.S. forces from the beginning of the occupation and their resistance only
increased as the U.S. military presence persisted. It is, of course, the case that Iraqi political
actors were sometimes willing to enter into short-term alliances with U.S. forces. But such
relationships, as that between the tribes and U.S. forces, were marriages of convenience;
they never dented Iraqi opposition to the U.S. military presence. For example, in a September
2006 poll, conducted nearly a year after cooperation with Sunni tribal leaders in Anbar
began, 98 percent of Sunni Arabs said that they had little no or little confidence in the U.S.
military.45 And, 91 percent of Sunni Arabs said they wanted U.S. troops out of Iraq within
one year.46
With hindsight it is obvious that the United States could have done better in its attempt
to win Iraqi hearts and minds. The prisoner abuse scandal at Abu Ghraib and the initial U.S.
counterinsurgency strategy that focused on searching and destroying insurgents alienated
much of the Iraqi population. Yet, it is unlikely that U.S. efforts to win hearts and minds
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could have been successful even with a more thoughtful prisoner policy and a better
counterinsurgency strategy from the beginning.
By 2008, with widespread public support, the Iraqi government negotiated a final status
of forces agreement with the United States. The agreement required U.S. combat forces to
withdraw from Iraqi cities by the close of June 2009 and for all U.S. forces to withdraw
from Iraq by 2010 or 2011. In the words of David Edelstein, “Foreign military occupation
is incongruous with the goals of a national group to govern itself.”47 No amount of U.S. soft
power could have convinced the Iraqi people to abandon their desire to exercise sovereignty.
In sum, the U.S. occupation in Iraq was not a situation conducive to the application of
soft power. The United States was able to compete in a functioning marketplace of ideas
in Iraq, but U.S. messages lacked credibility and contradicted the core interests of the Iraqi
people, undermining the effectiveness of U.S. soft power policies.

The War on Terror
The United States has also sought to apply soft power to counter ideological support for
terrorism. Again, despite a concerted effort by the United States, global support for terrorist
ideology shows no sign of abating and, according to some measures, may be increasing. The
inability of the United States to counter ideological support for terrorism can be attributed
to an environment hostile to the application of soft power. The societies and groups to
which the United States has targeted its message largely lack functioning marketplaces of
ideas and the U.S. message is not credible to the target audience. For these reasons, the
application of soft power has been an ineffective tool for countering ideological support for
terrorism, despite the importance of individual attitudes as a driver of terrorist behavior.
In the 2005 National Defense Strategy, the United States presented a three-pronged
strategy for winning the war on terror.48 The first two elements of the strategy, attacking
terrorist networks and defending the homeland, were definitively in the realm of hard
power. The third and, according to many Pentagon officials, the most important element
of the strategy was “countering ideological support for terrorism.”49 As part of this soft
power strategy, the United States declared its intent to “Support models of moderation in
the Muslim world by helping change Muslim misperceptions of the United States and the
West.”50 According to the 2006 National Strategy for Combating Terrorism, “winning the
War on Terror means winning the battle of ideas.”51
A special task force on “strategic communications” was set up at the Defense Science
Board that argued, “the United States is engaged in a generational and global struggle
about ideas.”52 Under the leadership of Karen Hughes as Undersecretary of State for
Public Diplomacy, the State Department established regional media hubs offering U.S.
spokespeople with foreign language skills to speak on America’ behalf in media outlets
throughout the Middle East.53 The United States government also increased the budget
for the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the U.S. agency
responsible for dispensing foreign aid, by 60 percent, from 5 billion in 1998 to 8 billion in
2003.54 The United States funded a variety of pro-American media in the Muslim world,
including H1 magazine, Radio Sawa, and the Al Hurra television station.55 Furthermore,
the United States established reeducation facilities, such as the “House of Wisdom” in Iraq,
to teach moderate Muslim theology to detainees captured in the war on terror.56
Despite this widespread effort to communicate throughout the Muslim world, the
United States largely failed in its effort to apply soft power to its advantage in the war
on terror by the end of the Bush administration. The war on terror will probably be a
“generational struggle,” but it is nevertheless troubling that after a sustained multiyear
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effort to counter ideological support for terrorism, the United States made real progress on
very few of its stated objectives. The United States, since 9/11, avoided a major terrorist
attack, and while the causes of this can be debated, it is not likely the result of a waning
of terrorist ideology globally, as is evidenced by the string of attacks in other parts of the
world.57 Terrorist ideology continued to flourish globally with the help of the internet.58
The low public opinion of the United States in the Muslim world, often thought to be
one of the factors contributing to terrorism against the United States and its allies, did not
improve by the end of the Bush administration. In fact, a 2006 study found that people’s
“attitudes toward U.S. foreign policy actually worsened slightly since they started listening
to Radio Sawa and Al Hurra.”59 The U.S. failure to use soft power effectively in the war
on terror was severely pronounced in some of the most important countries. In Egypt and
Pakistan, for example, 60 percent and 41 percent of their respective publics possessed either
positive or mixed views of al Qaeda in 2006.60 According to Doug Miller, chairman of the
international polling firm Globescan, “The fact that so many people in Egypt and Pakistan
have mixed or even positive views of al Qaeda is yet another indicator that the US war on
terror is not winning hearts and minds.”61
Why did the United States fail in its effort to use soft power to counter ideological
support for terrorism? Part of the reason was that the United States was not able to compete
in a functioning marketplace of ideas in most of the societies where a threat of jihadi
terrorism exists. In the 2006 National Strategy for Combating Terrorism, the United States
acknowledges that “terrorists recruit more effectively from populations whose information
about the world is contaminated by falsehoods and corrupted by conspiracy theories. The
distortions keep alive grievances and filter out facts that would challenge popular prejudices
and self-serving propaganda.”62 In other words, many countries of the Middle East and the
broader Muslim world lack a functioning marketplace of ideas. They are disproportionately authoritarian.63 These governments often take measures, generally for the purposes
of domestic stability, that have the effect of preventing meaningful competition in their
domestic marketplaces of ideas. Foreign media content containing ideas about democracy
and freedom is filtered.64 Radical religious groups, extremist parties, and fundamentalist
madrassas are supported to shore up the legitimacy of secular regimes.65 Domestic problems
are externalized and blamed on an “imperial” United States.66 The lack of a functioning
marketplace of ideas in this region contributes to the pervasiveness of conspiracy theories.67
Due in part to these phenomena, public opinion of U.S. foreign policy in 2005 was lower
in the Middle East than in any other world region.68 The inability of the United States
to communicate in this region is aptly described by Norman Patizz, an American media
entrepreneur, who notes that “there is a media war going on [in the Muslim world] with
incitement, hate broadcasting, disinformation, government censorship, self-censorship, and
America is not in the race.”69
Another limiting factor on the United States’ effort to counter ideological support for
terrorism is the logic of persuasion. U.S. efforts to communicate directly with the Muslim
world were thwarted by a lack of credibility. Expert messengers are more persuasive than
nonexperts, but U.S. government officials are hardly qualified to discuss the intricacies of
Muslim theology and the consistency, or lack thereof, of terrorism with the teachings of
the Koran. U.S. strategists have recognized this and sought to adjust strategy appropriately,
aiming to communicate through surrogates whenever possible.70 Attempts to channel a
message in this way can be vastly self-defeating, however, when surrogates are revealed
to be non-independent third parties. For example, audiences in the Middle East generally
know which media outlets receive U.S. support and, accordingly, discount the messages that
they receive from those sources. According to Al-Ahram Weekly, an Egyptian newspaper,
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Arab youth listen to Radio Sawa, a U.S. funded media outlet, but “they take the U.S. sound
and discard the U.S. agenda.”71
In the war on terror, individual attitudes have had an important, though mixed, effect on
international political outcomes. Ideas have a critical (but by no means exclusive) impact
on individual decisions to join a terrorist organization. Exposure to radical ideology is
an important component leading an individual to become a terrorist. While containing an
undeniable ideological component, however, many of the factors that convince people to
turn to terrorism are material in origin, not ideational, and thus cannot be addressed with
soft power tools. Social science research suggests that many factors may contribute to
the production of a terrorist. Few opportunities for political participation, low levels of
social integration, personal loss, and foreign occupation are among the variables that have
been linked to a higher risk of terrorism.72 The United States can combat some of these
risk factors through the application or withdrawal of hard power, but few of them can be
addressed through the application of soft power alone.
The United States was largely unsuccessful in its attempt to use soft power to counter
global ideological support for terrorism. This failure was due, at least in part, to the absence
of the conditions necessary for an effective soft power strategy. Attitudes may be influential
in determining the strength of the international terrorist movement, but the United States
was unable to participate in debates in key regions in which terrorist ideology flourishes
and a lack of credibility further hindered U.S. efforts to change attitudes on important
terrorism-related issues.

Democracy Promotion
The United States has also attempted to use soft power to promote the spread of democracy around the globe. Unlike in the other two issue areas, the U.S. democracy promotion
campaigns met with some success as evidenced by a spate of electoral revolutions in the
postcommunist region. We argue that the successful influence of these U.S. democracy promotion efforts is due to the presence of the necessary conditions for an effective soft power
campaign. In the countries that experienced electoral revolutions, there was a functioning
marketplace of ideas, the United States identified and supported credible messengers to
transmit ideas about democratization, and ideas about the best practices for bringing down
authoritarian regimes could significantly impact the outcome.
In recent years, the United States has devoted a disproportionate amount of its democracy promotion attention to the postcommunist region. The proportion of countries receiving
USAID democracy assistance, and the duration of time over which the countries receive
assistance, are higher in the postcommunist region than in other world regions. A survey of USAID funding from 1990–2003 “reveals that the postcommunist region stands
out as a clear priority for USAID with respect to democracy assistance.”73 Other U.S.
government-funded democracy promotion organizations such as the National Endowment
for Democracy have similarly concentrated their resources on the postcommunist region.
The U.S.’s soft power strategies aimed at promoting democracy in the postcommunist
world since the end of the Cold War have met with notable success. The rate of electoral revolutions in this region has been staggering. According to a recent study, “pivotal
elections that have either enhanced or introduced democracy have taken place in eight
countries, or 40 percent of the twenty postcommunist countries that remained eligible for
such revolutions.”74 The well-publicized “color revolutions” swept through Georgia (The
Rose Revolution, 2003), Ukraine (The Orange Revolution, 2004), and Kyrgyzstan (The
Tulip Revolution, 2005).
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The available studies on the wave of electoral revolutions in the postcommunist region
all identify American democracy promotion efforts as an important contributing cause
of these revolutions, and some scholars go so far as to argue that the revolutions were
significantly engineered by the United States.75 For example, in a recent study on Ukraine’s
Orange Revolution, Michael McFaul writes that the ideas and resources provided by the
United States and other external actors “did play a direct, causal role in constraining
some dimensions of autocratic power and enhancing some dimensions of the opposition’s
power.”76 The United States invested in opposition, media, and civil society groups, signaled
their displeasure with incumbent authoritarian regimes, and intervened to prevent incumbent
regimes from stealing elections.77
Of course, the spate of democratization cannot reasonably be attributed to U.S. democracy promotion efforts alone. Favorable domestic conditions as well as other sources of
international support played an important role in bringing down dictators. Still, the available evidence indicates that without America’s soft power campaign to spread democracy
to this region, it is probable that at least some of the electoral revolutions would not have
occurred. As such, democracy promotion is best scored as a case of soft power success.
Why was the U.S. soft power campaign to promote democracy in the region more
successful than similar campaigns in the Iraq War and the war on terror? The answer can
be found by looking at the conditions necessary for the effective deployment of soft power.
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the postcommunist region has experienced the
establishment of a rough-and-tumble marketplace of ideas. In countries that later experienced electoral revolutions, some restrictions on political parties were lifted, independent
media outlets operated more freely, and civil society organizations flourished after the fall
of communism. For example, scholars have characterized the Georgian media as “relatively
open.”78 The Ukrainian government wielded tight control over formal media outlets, but
they allowed the operation of several leading NGOs formed expressly to advance the cause
of democratic development.79 Civil society groups such as Pora were able to communicate their ideas throughout the country using political and social analysis, broad-based
mobilization, and citizen participation.80 They shrewdly focused on the dissemination of
pro-democracy information and communication—areas ripe for public consumption given
the sterile state media and closed political channels. As time went on, these groups used
their energy and financial resources to find other ways to provide voter information and
education. Pora and other vigorous civil society groups in Ukraine are emblematic of the
types of ideational marketplaces that were allowed to flourish in the postcommunist region.
The conditions for persuasion were also present in that the senders of the democracypromotion messages were perceived as credible by the target audience. The U.S. hand
was largely hidden in this soft power campaign and the United States worked indirectly
through local pro-democracy groups on the ground. Particularly important in these local
groups were the graduates from previous electoral revolutions.81 These former members
of the democratic opposition in other revolutions had experience in toppling dictators,
giving their message enormous credibility to the local populations intent on repeating those
achievements in their own countries. Beyond their expertise, the graduates were also seen
as trustworthy by the target audience. Unlike some of the local democratic opposition that
stood to gain political power, or the United States that stood to gain geopolitical influence
from a successful democratic transition, the international graduates were perceived as being
motivated by democratic ideals.
Democracy promotion strategies were also conducive to soft power strategies because
of the important role of attitudes, unimpeded by countervailing material factors, in the
democratic transitions. Students of democratization frequently point to ideas and culture to
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explain crossnational patterns of democratization.82 In democratic transitions (as opposed
to democratic consolidation), the ideas of elites are thought to take on an even greater causal
importance.83 In the particular case of the electoral revolutions, scholars have identified an
innovative set of strategic ideas that allowed democratic opposition groups to succeed in
overthrowing the previous political order—“the electoral model of regime change.”84 This
model of regime change contains standard and interchangeable parts that include: the formation of a unified opposition, the utilization of international election monitoring, and preparations for public protests if the authoritarian incumbents attempt to steal the election.85
This electoral model diffused throughout the postcommunist world as the graduates
of previous transitions, funded by American and international democracy promotion campaigns, taught it to democratic opposition groups in other countries. The American soft
power campaign succeeded in identifying the international and domestic actors that shared
U.S. goals and in enhancing their effectiveness by linking them with more experienced
counterparts from countries that had successfully undergone democratic transitions.
The structural and material factors that were in place in the postcommunist region did
not clash with these ideas, but helped to facilitate democratic transitions. These factors
include: the lack of politicized militaries, historical experience with (largely fraudulent)
elections, highly educated populations, and the potential rewards of EU membership.86
One may question whether successful U.S. efforts were more the result of hard power,
rather than soft power, as we claim. While the United States clearly provided material
support to pro-democracy groups, the democratic transitions in these cases are better characterized as resulting from soft power, as we define it. By facilitating interaction between the
graduates of previous democratic openings and antiregime forces, the United States helped
to disseminate a set of ideas about how to pry a democratic opening out of a fraudulent election. The electoral model of regime change diffused by U.S. democracy promotion efforts
bolstered the effectiveness of antiregime forces and loosened authoritarian governments’
grip on power without directly altering the material costs and benefits of either set of actors.
Finally, one could question whether these electoral revolutions should really be considered cases of success, given the extent of democratic backsliding in some of these countries
subsequent to the democratic openings. Certainly, U.S. democracy promoters would have
preferred further democratic consolidation in these cases, but we employ a more modest
measure of success—visible progress toward the stated goal of the soft power campaign.
There is no doubt that the color revolutions exceed this more modest threshold. McFaul
assesses that “Even if Ukrainian democracy does slide back toward autocracy over the long
run, the Orange Revolution will still remain a dramatic case of democratic breakthrough,
and may be the most important instance of democratic breakthrough in this decade.”87
In sum, the U.S. effort to use soft power to spread democracy achieved some success
in the postcommunist region. It is no coincidence that this environment was also conducive
to the exercise of soft power. In the postcommunist region, a robust civil society sustained
a free marketplace of ideas, the graduates of previous electoral revolutions were persuasive democratic messengers, and the idea of the electoral model of regime change was
indispensable to the democratic transitions. Had any of these three conditions been absent,
it is much less likely that the U.S. would have succeeded in using soft power to spread
democracy in the postcommunist region.

Conclusion: How to Use Soft Power
In order to advance our understanding of soft power, this article developed a theory of
governmental efforts to employ soft power that takes seriously the “power” part of the
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equation. The question is, “What would it take for a government to be able to successfully
employ a soft power strategy?” In this article, we have identified and explored the mechanisms by which soft power would take effect and have found that the environments in
which soft power can work are restrictive. Only when there is a functioning marketplace
of ideas, when a messenger and message are credible, and when individual attitudes can
shape international politics does the application of soft power have a reasonable chance
of success. We then explored these theoretical claims through analysis of three U.S. government efforts to employ soft power. The three soft power preconditions were present as
the United States promoted democracy in the postcommunist region, leading to a series of
electoral revolutions. We demonstrated that at least some of these conditions were absent
in the Iraq War and the war on terror and, accordingly, the United States was unable to win
hearts and minds in Iraq or to counter ideological support for terrorism (see Table 1).
Foreign policy actors have many reasons to experiment with soft power, not merely
because its use can be less costly than hard power. But, soft power comes with its own
quite striking limitations. Our research suggests that soft power strategies will be unlikely
to succeed except under fairly restrictive conditions. It may very well be, then, that the
U.S. foreign policy elite is at risk of exaggerating the effectiveness of soft power (rather
than underutilizing it) as a tool of foreign policy. After all, international communication
is fraught with difficulties, persuading people to change firmly held political views is
hard, and individual attitudes are often thought to have an insignificant role in determining
international political outcomes. Soft power, therefore, will probably be considered a niche
foreign policy option useful for addressing a small fraction of the problems on Washington’s
foreign policy agenda. Analysts who suggest that soft power can easily be substituted for
hard power or who maintain that soft power should provide an overarching guide to the
formulation of U.S. foreign policy are badly mistaken. It is not conducive to good policy
to employ the idea of soft power as a way of arguing against the use of military force, for
example.
Although there are serious constraints on the exercise of soft power, this research
identifies the circumstances under which the application of soft power will most likely
succeed. The United States can use soft power to its advantage when it seeks to reach a target
audience in a society characterized by a functioning marketplace of ideas, that is receptive to
communication and persuasion, and whose ideas are likely to shape international outcomes
in a way that is favorable to U.S. interests.
Table 1
Taking Soft Power Seriously
Cases
Independent Variables
Functioning marketplace of ideas
Persuasion conditions present
Attitudes likely to shape outcome
All soft power conditions present
Dependent Variable
Soft power success

Iraq
War

War on
Terror

Democracy
Promotion

No

X
No

X
X
X
Yes

No

No

Yes

X
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Two practical recommendations follow from this analysis. First, policymakers who
want to deploy soft power as a first resort need to think about “shaping the battlefield” for
soft power just as boldly as military strategists do before deploying hard power. The United
States should seek to advance a functioning marketplace of ideas in societies in which
such an environment does not currently exist. Washington is constrained in its ability to
employ soft power in part because many of the most important audiences, from the point of
view of U.S. foreign policy, are in closed societies. We saw, for example, that Washington
was unable to counter ideological support for terrorism in part because it was unable to
communicate to publics in the Middle East. By more forcefully advocating for open media
and a reduction of government censorship in these countries, the United States can expand
the range of situations in which it can effectively exercise soft power.
Second, when waging soft power campaigns, Washington should avoid direct communication and instead seek to transmit messages through intermediaries who are more
trusted by target audiences. That is not a euphemism for propaganda. Soft power campaigns
are most successful when the messenger is trusted by the target audience, but messengers
promoting a message that advances their own self-interest are inherently perceived as less
trustworthy. For example, we saw that the Iraqi population discounted Washington’s attempts to publicize the benefits of the U.S.-led occupation for Iraqi society. On the other
hand, we saw that the graduates of electoral revolutions were able to more credibly disseminate Washington’s message about best practices for bringing down dictators to other
postcommunist countries. Independent, third-party sources of messages, not beholden to
U.S. interests, are perhaps the most valuable assets a soft power strategist can have.
The field of international relations often responds to real world problems. During the
Cold War, much scholarship was devoted to understanding nuclear deterrence theory.88 This
development of theories of hard power helped to propel forward international relations theory, while simultaneously serving as a guide to the formation of U.S. policy. As of yet, there
are no equally extensive and refined bodies of theory for soft power. But American foreign
policy will always, and may increasingly, contain an important soft power component. At
present, the United States finds itself in a battle for hearts and minds in multiple counterinsurgency campaigns, seeks to address rising tides of anti-American sentiment, and attempts
to counter ideological support for terrorism. If the academic community wishes to inform
these debates, it is imperative that scholars adopt an ambitious research agenda centered on
answering critical questions about soft power.
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