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Exchange Programs and Public Diplomacy

Giles Scott-Smith

Public diplomacy covers an array of different activities, all of which function at various
distances from and combinations with the practice of foreign policy and its specific
objectives. Amongst these activities, exchange programs are an interesting case. Most forms
of public diplomacy involve the presentation of image and information, and most public
diplomacy research also focuses on these ‘fast media’. Exchanges are different in that they
directly involve the ‘human factor’, where an engagement with the personality, psychology
and both short- and long-term personal development of participants is central. The inter-
personal nature of the exchange experience, coupled with its inherently private character,
have caused this field to be largely written out of the documentation of diplomacy and its
conduct in the public realm. This diffuse interchange of people, ideas, and opinions are
generally so lost in the myriad of global social contacts that their worth is often questioned.
Most public diplomacy researchers avoid dealing with exchanges for this reason, since it is
hard to gather the necessary data to reach hard conclusions on results. Nicolas Cull has argued
that exchanges represent a specific activity separate to other forms of public diplomacy, in
terms of raison d’etre, mechanisms, and outcomes.! Notably, contributions outlining public
diplomacy in recent major anthologies on diplomacy have failed to mention exchanges in any
form at all, the emphasis being more on the role of non-state actors, domestic publics, and
social media.? International education has a burgeoning literature, but one that rarely
addresses the exchange experience outside of study of the “circulations of knowledge”.?
Nevertheless, there are various tools to assess influence in some shape or form, moving
beyond anecdotal evidence and what Frank Ninkovich has termed the ‘act of faith’ that these
circulations of people actually succeed in their designated objectives.* How to situate

exchanges within the broad panoply of public diplomacy, or indeed international relations?

Exchanges and Evaluating ‘Success’

In his overview of diplomatic trends and possible futures, Philip Seib commented the

following:

Consider the 19-year-old who comes to your country for a year in an academic
exchange program that is part of your public diplomacy. The young woman has a good



experience and returns home with positive thoughts about your country. How are the
effects of that measured? Now suppose that 30 years later she becomes her nation’s
prime minister, and her policy toward your country is strongly influenced, in a positive
way, by her experience in that exchange program. This is a public diplomacy success,
but 30 years have passed before the result could be seen .... Unlike the elements of
modern diplomacy that are so profoundly affected by demands for high-speed action,
the seeds planted by exchange programs and the like take time to germinate and
produce a crop.’

Seib illustrates several of the issues at stake here. Is ‘success’ here that the female exchange
student had a positive experience while on exchange and took that experience home
afterwards, or is it that the same individual later achieved political power, through which the
positive exchange experience may positively influence decisions as a leader? The first is
clearly possible to verify, based on exit data that can be collected through interviews, focus
groups, and questionnaires. The US State Department’s Bureau of Educational and Cultural
Affairs (ECA) has developed an extensive anonymous evaluation process that gathers both
qualitative and quantitative responses from participants across a range of exchange programs,
producing reports the extent of outreach activities, personal reflections on impact, and shifts
in worldview and perspective.® This kind of short-term data is generally the type gathered and
used by academics as well, in studies of exchanges run by, for instance, the European Union
or China’s Confucius Institutes.’

To return to Seib’s example, the bigger issue is to what extent longer-term claims can
be made that link the exchange experience with either the continuing positive outlook towards
the host nation thirty years later, or — more problematic — that the exchange experience
actually contributes in some way towards the achievement of a position of influence or
leadership afterwards. An interesting example (which perhaps Seib was alluding to, at a
distance) is that of Margaret Thatcher, who first visited the United States as a participant in
the US State Department’s International Visitor Program in 1967.8 This kind of data is also
used as a measure of success by US programs, to imply that they are reaching the talented few
who go on to do great things later, be it in politics, economics, culture, or whatever. For
instance, the ECA maintains a site on ‘Notable Fulbrighters’ who have gone on to achieve
fame in one form or another (including 59 Nobel Prizes), as confirmation of the Fulbright
Program’s relation with intellectual advancement, prestige, allure, and career-enhancing
assets.’

This information is useful, both to attract future participants and to convince those in

Congress and the rest of the federal government that this is a program worth continuing



support for US foreign relations in general. But its analytical value, numerically seen, is
limited. What of the thousands of other Fulbrighters who did not become leaders in their field,
but who nevertheless benefitted, be it personally, intellectually, or professionally, from the
experience? Bringing in the data on this majority of cases is hard, and explains why, even
though the Fulbright Program began with its first bilateral agreement between the US and
China in 1947 and has since grown to involve exchanges with over 140 other countries, there
1s still no research-based overview of its academic impact and influence on a global scale.
Such an undertaking would require the study of Fulbright’s relevance for personal careers,
disciplinary development, and institution-building across many decades and multiple regions.
Until that is attempted, we are left with the results of detailed national case studies and
anecdotal collections that give a glimpse of the Program’s influence in both breadth and depth

on global intellectual networks and knowledge production.'”

A Global History?

It is not only public diplomacy researchers who have largely avoided exchanges as a field of
study — historians in general have rarely engaged with their significance as a form of
circulation. This is all the more surprising considering the ‘transatlantic turn’ in history over
the past couple of decades. The extensive Cold War anthologies from Oxford and Cambridge
do not address them in any detail. The Global Interdependence anthology refers to “official
exchange programs” only in passing. The Palgrave Dictionary of Transnational History
refers to scholarships in half a page under the heading of “Temporary Migrations.”!! Clearly,
this is a subject field that has suffered from something of a credibility problem. Nevertheless,
recent trends suggest this is changing. Research into early twentieth century internationalism
has filtered into considering the circulation of experts as a vital element in the creation of
cross-national networks, particularly in the field of education, yet these circulations are still
often regarded as arbitrary and not planned.'? A recent volume has attempted to redress this
by emphasising how organized “regular transnational circulations ... with some form of
learning as the principal goal” have influenced inter-state and inter-national relations since the
late nineteenth century.!® The volume highlights structural trends over time, covering
examples ranging from the Rhodes Scholarships of the early twentieth century to the Japanese
JET programmes of the 1980s and the EU’s Erasmus. Exchanges were developed in the
modern era as another form of inter-state / inter-imperial competition before becoming a
means to pursue progress and modernisation as part of inter-war internationalism.'* After

WW II the Cold War saw two poles of global circulation revolving around Washington DC



and Moscow,'? but already since the 1960s other participants — notably India, China, Japan,
and the EU — have ‘globalised’ exchanges into complex, overlapping networks. While the
United States continues to function as a central point in terms of global educational and
expertise circulations,'® there is no doubt that differences across north-south and east-west
axes have begun to gradually even out, such that the US and Europe can now be completely
bypassed by south-south knowledge networks. Organised circuits of exchange such as those
running through centres of Islamic learning in the Middle East have so far been largely
overlooked in terms of their contribution to global trends. China, with over 300 universities of
its own, hosted 328,000 international students in 2012, a trend fueled by the low cost of
living, multiple scholarship opportunities and the chance to experience the society of a rising
global power at first hand. This number will inevitably rise in the years to come. The
geography of centres of exchange is therefore changing, and with it the paths that participants

take.!”

Political Context

Exchanges, however educational and ‘apolitical’ they may be presented, inescapably operate
within the broader political environment of international affairs. The ability of individuals to
cross national boundaries has been a matter of major consequence since the arrival of the
nation-state, and exchanges are naturally no exception. Attempts have been made to apply IR
theory to this field of activity.'® Even the most politically neutral of exchanges, such as those
between high schools, have either political intent behind their creation or are promoted for the
purpose of developing cross-border relations that can subsequently lead to political outcomes,
such as a reduction in conflict. The best example of the latter here is probably the Franco-
German high school exchanges after WW 11, which saw upwards of five million students
being exchanged by 1997, contributing to the normalisation of relations between the two
countries.!” Political outcomes, in other words, can represent a mix of national and general
interests, such that it becomes difficult to disentangle strategic communication from ‘mutual
understanding’. This is also the case with exchanges run wholly by the private sector, which
still operate within a broader political environment. Good examples were the exchanges being
run with Iranians and North Koreans by various US private sector initiatives, which have
successfully generated cross-cultural contacts but which are still inevitably heavily burdened
by the political context of relations in general.?°

Exchanges are a flexible medium that can be applied in various ways according to the

purpose they are designed for, and all social groups can be reached in this way. Of course, the



higher in the hierarchy of a profession one aims for, the more prestigious the program has to
be, and the likelihood increases that the person will be unable to accept due to work pressure
or simply protocol. Exchanges may well be utilised as a form of strategic communication,
which refers to the tailoring and directing of information at specific target audiences in order
to generate a specific (policy) response.?! In the worst cases, this may create problems for the
recipient afterwards. The offer of an exchange trip for a specific purpose, for instance
someone directly involved in a policy area of great value to the initiator of the contact, will
generally be taken as an attempt to build a relation with said individual related to that policy,
preferably in the short term. This may raise questions as to whether the participant’s
allegiance is being deliberately influenced. Whether this is deemed acceptable or not will
depend on the state of bilateral relations between the two nations. However, if the political
environment is favourable, the opportunity is open for using exchanges to acquaint
professionals with their policy-making counter-parts in order to smoothen negotiating
processes. Exchanges can be very useful for laying the grounds for “trans-governmental
networks”, involving the development of shared policy expertise across issue areas, a very
useful tool when the level of importance of the relations demands constant attention.?? A good
example is the relationship between the United States and the European Union, where a dense
policy interchange has been facilitated by the regular exchange of officials from both sides.
From 1959 onwards, European officials were invited to the US via the State Department’s
Foreign Leader and Foreign Specialist Programs. These contacts were subsequently expanded
with the arrival of the EU’s own Visitor Program in 1974 and various transatlantic training
and professional exchange programs that were developed through the 1970s and 1980s.2?
Long-term political influence can also occur in the host nation. Heike Jons’ in-depth
study of the Humboldt fellowships during the second half of the twentieth century has
provided evidence that these academic interactions have contributed directly to further
professional mobility and the integration of German higher education into transnational
knowledge networks after WW I1.24 Others have also focused attention on the impact on host
communities through exchanges, and how inter-cultural contact can generate a greater
involvement in local initiatives and/or international outlook over time. Exchanges can

therefore have both an internal and external effect in terms of individual and social change.?

Risk and Unpredictability

Whatever the goals they are intended to achieve, exchanges are best kept independent from

any sense of direct political interference and obligation in order to maintain the integrity of



the participants and the credibility of the programmes themselves.?® Whereas propaganda
refers to the deliberate manipulation of information to achieve a desired result, exchanges are
(ideally) the most two-way form of public diplomacy, opening up spaces for dialogue and the
interchange of alternative viewpoints. ‘Mutual understanding’, the catchphrase for the Liberal
understanding of cross-border contacts, does mean something here, even in the most
politically-orientated programmes. Exchanges are at their most effective when they allow the
participant to experience openness and transparency in their interaction with the host nation.
This openness is optimised if combined with allowances for freedom of choice to enable
study at a chosen institution, a personal itinerary or the satisfaction of individual interests,
thereby adding to a sense of empowerment and self-discovery for the participant. A fixed
itinerary of sites and meetings may be appreciated by participants, but it may not escape the
suspicion of a ‘Potemkin village’ type of experience. Neither does such an arrangement leave
space for the development of independent initiative or the chance encounter that can become a
defining moment.

Inevitably, there is an ever-present risk factor within these kinds of contact. It is
impossible to predict exactly how an exchange experience will influence an individual, and
the elements of chance and contingency are ever-present. Exchanges “cannot be easily fine-
tuned into a political instrument,” and if this is attempted, it is highly likely that the resulting
limitations and sense of propaganda that this will project will rebound and undermine the
overall impact.?” An interesting example here are the educational exchanges run under Israel’s
Hasbara public diplomacy campaign, which have largely been used (as has the entire
campaign) to bolster support for Israel abroad rather than establish ‘cultural bridges’ with the
Palestinian territories.?® The use-value of the exchange for both organiser and participant may
not coincide, but that does not mean that the results may be malign, only unpredictable. This
goes for all types of exchanges, whether educational, academic or professional. The process
of selecting participants, an essential part of most programs (even those who apply to
participate in programs must still be accepted), offers some control over who becomes
involved, but this remains a question of judgement based on necessarily incomplete
information. The most notorious case that exemplifies risk is the visit of Seyyed Qutb to the
United States in 1948-49. Qutb, an Egyptian civil servant, went to study the education system
in Colorado for the benefit of implementing reforms in his home country. Instead his disgust
at American society and its immoral materialism only furthered his own path towards a pure
form of Islamic radicalism, and he subsequently became a major influence in the

fundamentalist politicisation of Islam and its associated purist rejection of Western culture.



This case highlights how things can seriously go awry, but while the chance of a culture-clash

is ever-present it would be a mistake to use Qutb as a reason to limit exchanges in general.

Cultural Difference

Qutb’s case points out how regional and cultural differences have a crucial impact on how
exchanges function. An interesting dimension to this is the extent to which exchanges are (or
should be) about maintaining or ‘flattening’ cultural difference. Have exchanges contributed
to global homogenisation over time, or have they exactly enhanced awareness of the divide
between cultures? This is difficult to verify, due to the scale of the question. Ninkovich has
argued that the inherently Liberal approach to exchange — at least from an American
perspective — carries the danger of ‘cultural imperialism’ for its rejection of cultural or
religious attributes as defining life-worlds.?’ A whole literature has developed on inter-
cultural communication and its relevance for exchanges, particularly in terms of best
practices.’ Recent studies have pointed to how cross-border contacts do not necessarily
generate a sense of “shared international community” but instead can result in forms of
“enlightened nationalism” that at least involve reduced threat perceptions of others.?!

In the 1950s, during the early years of the US State Department’s Foreign Leader
Program, it was discovered that the most complaints were coming from participants from
India. The reason was that the US embassy was selecting mainly individuals from the higher
castes who expected far more of a VIP treatment than they received, and they did not
understand how the US government could run such a Program with so little official protocol
(when that was in fact the whole point). Cultural divides have also been evident with the JET
Program in Japan, where the host society was unaccustomed to the kind of hospitality
required for incoming participants.®? The often individual nature of the exchange experience,
especially for the longer student exchanges, can also generate problems of social isolation for
some groups. In educational exchange, risks can be minimised if special attention can be
given to this problem by an alert international student advisory/counselling apparatus
coordinated through the university system. In many cases it took some years before the need
for an organised host apparatus was recognised. Also, the post-exchange relation — often
referred to as ‘follow-up’ — can have very different connotations for different cultural groups.
Whereas some will have no expectations, others may be surprised (and disappointed) if no
further contact materialises. It is vital to take into account local perceptions in order to avoid

undermining the exchange’s purpose.



Overall, the exchange experience will be valued most by the participant because of its
uniqueness. The levels of cross-border contact are now so high that it is difficult to appreciate
how any particular form of exchange can still offer something extra, but this is a vital element
to making its effects stick. It can be related to the opportunity to gain new knowledge and
skills otherwise unavailable locally. This can be combined with absorbing and appreciating a
new cultural environment, where first-hand experience will always have a greater effect than
second-hand knowledge. For other types of exchange there could be a prestige factor in being
invited, which may also involve obtaining access to persons or institutions that would
otherwise be either closed off or accessible only via more formal routes. The importance of
youth here cannot be overstated, but this needs to be clarified. Access and prestige can always
have some impact, but an exchange will have the greatest impact if it takes place both before
the host nation is already familiar for the participant, and it offers openings and opportunities
that the participant can utilise for their own personal and/or professional benefit afterwards.

The initial contact, if well managed and well timed, can have a long-lasting effect.

The Opinion Leader

In terms of models for interpreting the exchange participant, one of the most oft-cited is that
of the ‘opinion leader’. This connects to the important issue of the participant’s status after
their return home. Here it is ideal if the value of the exchange operation for both organiser and
participant can coincide as much as possible. If successful the experience will contribute
towards not just personal knowledge and self-evaluation but also a further encouragement of
ambition and, possibly, leadership potential.

In 1944 a group of researchers led by Paul Lazarsfeld at Columbia University’s
Bureau of Applied Social Research produced a body of work with profound implications for
the functioning of exchange programmes. Published as The People’s Choice, a survey of
several years empirical analysis of voting behavior, Lazarsfeld argued that mass media had a
more differentiated effect on its audience than had been assumed.?* Instead of everyone being
reached by the same message, which anticipates a relative conformity of response, there was
instead a “two-step flow” of information via opinion leaders with local influence. Receiving
information from a member of one’s peer group or a respected figure would have a greater
impact than simply hearing or reading the same information directly from the media outlet. To
utilize this finding, an exchange program could focus on nurturing opinion leaders within
each society who could then serve as the principal channels for well-targeted information

campaigns.** As Ron Robin has described, this approach was a radical departure because “it



claimed that the diffusion of ideas via respected members of an individual’s social network —
the opinion leaders — was more effective than the mechanism of mass media”.?> If these
opinion leaders — or ‘multipliers’, as they later became known — could be identified within
specific groups of strategic value throughout a society (such as up-and-coming politicians,
trade unions, media professionals, academics), exchanges could function as a channel of

information dissemination in a more targeted fashion.

Exchanges were first applied to develop this role among participants by the US
occupation forces in post-war Germany and Japan, as part of the re-education process towards
democratic principles. Analysis of these programs seemed to indicate that the ‘opinion leader’
model did operate as intended, with exchange participants acting (voluntarily) as legitimate
and respected sources of opinion and judgement on the United States.*® As a result, the
ingrained belief in the efficacy of the opinion leader model became a standard justification for
implementing exchanges, even when evidence was sketchy that this was actually the case.’” It
is also a question of to what extent this model still functions in a twenty-first century social
context where access to media outlets has multiplied exponentially. Nevertheless, exchange
participants can still function as important multipliers for information transfer to wider

communities in more closed social settings.

The Cultural Broker

Exchanges can also function in an important way to create neutral spaces for a form of
‘cultural brokerage’. This generally refers to no more than introducing and linking individuals
and institutions working in the same field, and allowing professional inclination to take its
course, with unspecified results. Private-sector exchanges with the Soviet Union and Eastern
Europe took this approach, looking to break down inter-bloc antagonism through professional
interchange, and with some success.*® It can also involve the organisation of multinational
group visits, perhaps based around a specific theme to unite a particular group around a
particular goal. Travelling around for days or weeks in a third country will generally
contribute to breaking down barriers that would remain intact in other more formal settings,
stimulating curiosity, dialogue, and perhaps longer-term contact. This method can then be
employed for the deliberate (though perhaps unstated) purpose of removing various
individuals from a conflict zone in order to set up, on a low level, a chance at reconciliation
within a distant environment. Maximum opportunity must be given for personal contact to
break down prejudicial barriers. Once again, selection is crucial in order to ensure only

participants with sufficient open-mindedness take part. This is no more than small-scale



conflict resolution, and care must be taken not to expect too much once the participants return
home, but it is typical of the kind of inter-personal, grass-roots effects that can, if coordinated
with determined conflict resolution measures in the ‘hard policy’ field, have a long-lasting
effect. In this sense, exchanges can function as a kind of extension of Track Two initiatives
run by the private sector, dislocated from official diplomacy but nevertheless operating in the
same overall context.*

An increasingly important role has been played in this field by what might be called
corporate or entrepreneurial cultural diplomacy. Perhaps the most important example is
George Soros’ Open Society Institute (OSI), which has been promoting the development of
civil society and good governance practices across Central Europe and Central Asia since
1993 as part of an explicit strategy of democratisation. The Institute runs many fellowship and
grant programs to increase professional interchange with the region and encourage leadership
potential. Other institutions look to use exchanges to break down cultural barriers within the
context of the global market, such as the Atlantic-Pacific Exchange Program (APEP) based in
Rotterdam (which began as an effort to improve Dutch-American relations in the mid-1980s)
and the Institute for Cultural Diplomacy (ICD) in Berlin. What is most interesting about these
operations is that they are not related to any particular national interest. Whereas the OSI is a
fully independent actor, the APEP and ICD both function and adapt to the changing needs of

their corporate clients over time.*°

Identity and Orientation

There is quite a body of work on the impact that direct experience of another culture can have
on a participant’s own psychological outlook.*' As one astute practitioner has put it, cross-
border contacts can lead to “a subtle but important shift in identity and self-conception,”
whereby previously fixed political and/or cultural allegiances are not abandoned but become
more flexible.*? Identities are the basis for how interests are defined, and whereas this
generally occurs in a routine manner according to the familiar settings we find ourselves in,
“sometimes situations are unprecedented in our experience, and in these cases we have to
construct their meaning, and thus our interests, by analogy or invent them de novo.”*? One
goal of an exchange can be to precisely create that unprecedented experience, thereby
dislodging previously fixed notions of identity and interest. For optimum impact, what needs
to be created is a wider community or institution that can engage with and encompass the
changed outlook of the former participant, so that they can continue to share and develop their

new-found perspective. This can mean in the first place involving former grantees in the



operation of a program afterwards, particularly in the selection and orientation phase for new
candidates. Satisfied former grantees are valuable as the best advertisements available,
themselves functioning as both ‘opinion leaders’ for a program and evidence of its democratic
form of governance. An alumni association is not only a useful tool as a visible community
and ‘multiplier’ organization for the program, but also, over time, an important lobby group
defending the interests of continuing such exchanges over the longer term. For instance,
lobbying by Fulbright alumni associations in Germany and Japan has been very successful in
maintaining local political support for this form of educational exchange. More broadly, in the
professional and academic field this can ideally point towards some form of allegiance to a
larger (intellectual) community not limited by the borders of the nation state, thus fomenting a
broader conception of national interest itself.

What are the necessary conditions for actors to reinvent their identities? According to
social theorist Alexander Wendt, two factors must apply. Firstly, “there must be a reason to
think of oneself in novel terms. This would most likely stem from the presence of new social
situations that cannot be managed in terms of pre-existing self-conceptions.” Secondly: “The
expected cost of intentional role change cannot be greater than its rewards.”** Yet it is
impossible to know beforehand to what extent the exchange experience will affect someone’s
outlook. By seeking out an exchange experience or accepting an invitation for one, it can be
assumed that the participant is already convinced this is something they want to pursue in a
location they want to be in.

A subtle variation of the ‘identity change’ approach is the move to use exchange
experiences to build on and strengthen already-existing positive sentiments among selected
participants, with the goal of thereby strengthening a sympathiser or potential (political) ally
for the future. Research into the post-war German programmes and other investigations into
psychological warfare techniques highlighted the fact that critics will rarely be swayed, but
doubters may become believers and supporters will feel empowered. Thus a study from 1955

concluded:

It may well be that some of the exchangees who will in the long run do most to realize
the objectives of this program are those whose attitudes were initially so favorable that
their reinforcement could not register as ‘more favorable’ in the second interview, but

whose conviction, motivation, and capacity to act in accordance with the viewpoint

fostered by the program were intensified by the exchange experience.*’



From this perspective, exchanges are a prime means for alliance management, since they can
be applied to build up, over the longer term, a community of individuals united around a
common cultural affinity that takes positive relations between certain nations more or less for
granted.*® Since its initiation in 1946 the Fulbright Program has been very successful in
developing such an affinity with the United States, firstly via the means of academic exchange
itself and secondly by encouraging the establishment of American Studies in universities
around the world. As even Realist Hans Morgenthau recognised, before Joseph Nye became
the name associated with ‘soft power’, creating and sustaining forms of cultural affinity

amongst foreign publics represents a potent form of power:

The power of a nation, then, depends not only upon the skill of its diplomacy and the
strength of its armed forces but also upon the attractiveness for other nations of its
political philosophy, political institutions, and political policies. This is true in
particular of the United States....*’
This is of course a classic rendition of American exceptionalism, but it is also the case that the
United States has utilised this drawing power to an unprecedented degree through the use of
exchanges to acquaint hundreds of thousands of individuals with what it has to offer over the
past century. No other nation has come close to such a large scale implementation of a
particular form of public diplomacy over a long period of time, with the result that the central
location of the US within global circulations (goods, ideas, people, money) has definitely
been enhanced in this way. This central position, however, has been waning, and will

probably continue to do so.

Conclusion

The scope and range of exchange programs, from the short-term orientation tour to the study
abroad experience, from the schoolchild crossing the national border for the first time to the
aspiring journalist receiving training in the tools of the trade, make it hard to evaluate their
overall impact as a form of public diplomacy. In the 1880s there were annually only a few
hundred participants worldwide, but by 2000 there were 1.8 million students studying in a
country other than their own, and this does not include military, technical assistance, health or
other specialist programs. The OECD projects a total international student population of eight
million by 2025.%8 Higher education is a profitable market, and the “knowledge economy” is
now central for many national and regional economic strategies. In an era of increasing digital

communications and virtual technologies, exchanges as a means of circulation are exactly not



fading out in importance. The search for personal experience in a world where space has
shrunk coincides with the interests of institutions to benefit from this increasing mobility.
Various broader factors influence this: the postcolonial turn in global power relations, causing
a shift in wealth from West to East; the rise in nationalist discourses of actors who previously
had not invested in promoting their ideological and/or cultural worldview; and the fact that
technology has not fundamentally shifted the driving forces behind the scholarship appeal. As
a report from 2013 explained, “while digital technology and the opportunities for progress and
access it provides are not doubted, the experiential values of international education remain at
the heart of individuals’ aspirations to learn and grow. Technology is a tool as important as
people make it.”*

Whatever the particular merits of exchanges as a form of public diplomacy, they are
always operating within an international political environment that may or may not facilitate
international cooperation. No public diplomacy campaign will sell bad or unpopular policy,
and because of the ‘human factor’ exchanges are particularly vulnerable in an antagonistic
political context. Nevertheless, exchanges as a form of foreign relation can function on
multiple levels outside of the dominating influence of foreign policy. A period of international
unpopularity caused by foreign policy decisions can also generate curiosity as to the ‘real’
opinion of the people themselves. Private sector exchanges that pursue contacts between civil
society organisations, often focused on delivering specific social goods or practices, can be
especially effective if governments do not provide these channels of best-practice interchange.
Evidence suggests that the ‘exchange experience’ in whatever form does bring about
significant changes in attitude, albeit with uncertain longevity. Cultural identities are brought
into contact and communication is enhanced, even if outcomes are not guaranteed. The global
circulation of knowledge has been greatly expanded, even if the centres of knowledge for
these networks continue to be located in the West (although there has been a notable shift in
terms of the scale of Asia-Pacific circulations within the region itself). In terms of assessing
the overall contribution of exchanges within global interactions, therefore, we are still largely
facing the problem identified by Mark Granovetter of relating “micro-level interactions to
macro-level patterns in [a] convincing way”.*" In short, this form of public diplomacy won’t
change the world, but — pace the risks exemplified by Qutb — as far as we can tell it does seem

to contribute towards holding it together.
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