
Summer/Fall 2002 [ 1 0 5 ]

Po l iti cs&D i p l o m a cy

Many Americans were shocked by the results of a Gallup poll

conducted in nine Muslim countries in December 2001 and

January 2002. The poll revealed that most of the re s p o n d e n t s

c o n s i d e red the United States to be ruthless, arrogant, aggre s-

sive, and biased against Islamic values and against the Pa l e s t i n-

ian people in particular; moreover, most thought that U.S.

c u l t u re was a corrupting influence on their societies.
1

However, among officials within the U.S. government,

instead of surprise there is a growing realization that more

emphasis needs to be placed on better communication with the

people of the Islamic world, and with other global audiences as

well. This view was already evident in 2001, when the House

International Relations Committee held hearings that stre s s e d

the importance of improving public diplomacy. At the same

time, Secretary of State Colin Powell expressed his desire to

bring “people into the public diplomacy function of the [State]

Department who are going to change from just selling us in the

old USIA [United States Information Agency] way to re a l l y

b randing foreign policy, branding the Department, marke t i n g

the Department, marketing American values to the world and

not just putting out pamphlets.”
2 

The confirmation of former advertising executive Charlotte

Beers as Under Secretary of State for Public Diplomacy is part

of this strategy. It is a strategy, though, that has not been uni-

versally well received. Journalists have jumped on Ms. Beers’s
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reported intention to bring “bra n d i n g ”

to the State Department, dismissing her

as an advertising huckster. The press has

g e n e rally ridiculed the idea of bra n d i n g

in relation to foreign policy, describing it

as a “mystical art” and “quasi-alchemic

process,” and criticizing what it views as

being “slick marketing techniques.” This

disdain and suspicion of branding U.S.

f o reign policy is unfair and misleading. It

may stem not only from journalistic ske p-

ticism, but also from a widespread misun-

derstanding of what branding means and

of the nature of the advertising business in

which the very able Ms. Beers rose to the

top. “Many people in Washington have

experience in the no-holds-barred,

rough-and-tumble, in-your-face are n a

of political advertising,” says Dick

O’Brien, executive vice president of the

American Association of Advertising

Agencies. “They don’t understand the

disciplined, thoughtful, and measure d

business of building bra n d s . ”
3

Realistically, the issue is not whether or

not to brand, but how to manage and

m a r ket the U.S. brand. Although the ter-

minology may irritate many in the press as

well as in the diplomatic community, the

United States is undeniably a brand, and

one that means very different things to

d i f f e rent audiences. In his article, “T h e

Rise of the Brand State” in Foreign Affairs,

Peter van Ham wrote, “We all know that

‘America’ and ‘Made in the U.S.A.’ stand

for individual freedom and prosperity.”
4

However, this is just one view, and the

American brand must also compete with

many opposing messages, some from

overt enemies. The image of the United

States abroad is also sometimes adversely

affected by a complex media environment

in which American entertainment and

business messaging often disturb cultura l

sensitivities.  There are many, in the

Islamic world and elsewhere, whose per-

ception of America is shaped greatly by

these factors, causing them to hate or

resent the United States and what they

believe it stands for.

To better understand how profession-

al branding practices could be used to

improve the U.S. image abroad, it is use-

ful to analyze how marketing profession-

als approach the concept and practice of

b randing, how it might be appropriate

for U.S. foreign policy, and what is

re q u i red to make it effective.

D efining Branding. To some,

b randing simply means advertising

designed to create emotional imagery

usually associated with a business. To

others, it means the creation of symbols

that allow ready recall of the institution.

In practice, however, the modern con-

cept of branding is more complex and

encompasses the holistic environment in

which the brand exists, operates, and

i n t e racts with its many customers and

s t a keholders. Philip Kotler, the author

of many leading marketing text books,

describes branding in its greater context:

“The art of marketing is largely the art of

b rand building…Brand building [sic]

calls for more than brand image build-
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ing. It calls for managing every bra n d

contact that the customer might have

with the bra n d . ”
5

This generally involves

setting a focused central branding stra t-

egy and then clearly communicating to

everyone in the brand organization what

his or her role is in that strategy. While

global ad agency networks link bra n d i n g

mostly with advertising, they also

emphasize the role of the full spectrum

of communications practices: public

relations, direct marketing, brand iden-

tity, interactive marketing, customer

relationship management, and promo-

tion. Advertising has traditionally been

the marketing practice that drives

b randing, but branding can also be dri-

ven by other instruments from the com-

munications toolbox. In the case of

public diplomacy, public relations is the

most obvious primary driver.

Beers’s former company, Ogilvy &

Mather, labels its proprietary bra n d i n g

philosophy and methodology “360

D e g ree Branding.” This is defined as

“ c reating attention-getting messages that

m a ke a promise consistent and true to

the brand’s image and identity. And

guiding actions, both big and small, that

deliver on that brand promise. To every

audience that brand has. At every bra n d

intersection point. At all times.”
6

Ogilvy’s work with IBM since 1998

exemplifies the concept of 360 degre e

b randing. With a budget in excess of $1

billion, IBM has invested heavily in a

global multimedia branding effort,

aimed primarily at information technol-

ogy executives, to equate the company

with “e-business.”
7

Not only did the advertising commu-

nicate that IBM was all about e-business,

but the company delivered on this

promise through its products, services,

employees, web site, brochures, and ver-

tical industry analyses.  The web site and

e-mail helped to identify and create a

dialogue with those identified as poten-

tial customers. This strategy was integra t-

ed with direct sales force and customer

relationship management efforts. Thus,

IBM transformed itself into the ultimate

e-business at the same time that it

promised to help other businesses

become e-businesses. The IBM cam-

paign may be the best corporate example

of a successful global branding campaign

in recent history. IBM leads all competi-

tors in brand awareness and pre f e re n c e

related to the concept of e-business.
8

The United States would not be the

first government to use branding tech-

niques. An example of how branding can

be applied by a nation seeking to influ-

ence another country’s public opinion is

the “Britain in Malaysia” campaign.

Conducted since 1998, the campaign

aims to strengthen the cultural and eco-

nomic partnership between Britain and

Malaysia. As described in Paul Te m p o-

ral’s “Branding in Asia,” Britain began

by identifying key target segments of the

business, government, and press com-

munities, and then developed “a series of

key messages created for each target audi-

ence.” Each message needed to re i n f o rc e

four core brand values that were intend-

ed to re p resent “Britain in Malaysia”:

innovativeness, dependability, profes-

sionalism, and stylishness.  A special tag

line, “Just Between Friends,” and a logo

w e re also developed. Every participating

British organization, which included the

British High Commission, the British-

Malaysian Industry and Trade Associa-

tion, the British Council, British Air-

ways, and the North West Arts Board, was

re q u i red to use the campaign elements in

its advertising and events in Malaysia.

The campaign was intended to be a long-
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term effort. Obviously viewing the cam-

paign as successful, the British high com-

missioner re m a r ked: 

The values we have adopted will remain re l-

evant well beyond 1998. As such, we shall

be able to build on them in years to come

to present an even stronger image of

Britain in Malaysia…. By consistently

s t ressing why Britain is different and better

through the values we have identified, we

shall provide the strategic platform for the

successful presentation of all British activi-

ty in Malaysia.
9

Using Branding in U.S. Foreign
Policy. Of course, the United States

can neither manage every contact it has

with every person around the world, nor

hope to convince every public audience

that it is following the right policies.

However, it can do a much better job of

m a r keting itself, and this is where bra n d-

ing comes in. 

With the end of the Cold War, the

need to communicate American values

overseas seemed much less urgent; con-

sequently, valuable strategic ground was

lost. Since the collapse of the Soviet

Union, the United States Information

Agency (USIA), formerly an indepen-

dent foreign affairs agency within the

executive branch, was folded into the

State Department, Voice of America

( VOA) experienced significant budget

cuts, and various public diplomacy pro-

g rams’ budgets were reduced significant-

ly. A recent panel report on “compre-

hensive strategic reform,” sponsored by

the Center for the Study of the Pre s i d e n-

cy, opined:

Our failure to communicate convincingly 

our values and policies during the stra t e g i c

reversal [since the end of the Cold Wa r ]

partially explains the loss of public influ-

ence and the growing anti-American

t rends. We must now address this oversight

and acknowledge our own misorganization

of our public communication re s o u rc e s .
1 0

The United States’s need to get its

message out to foreign public audiences

is increasingly obvious. Putting this issue

in context, Chairman of the House

International Relations Committee

Henry Hyde explained the necessity for

m o re targeted U.S. communications

abroad: 

I believe that half of our foreign policy is

missing…The U.S. has the unique capaci-

ty to simultaneously pursue a foreign poli-

cy along two separate tracks: the first with

the governments of the world, the second

with their peoples. Our relationship with

these populations can provide powerful

l e v e rage in our dealings with their ruling

regimes…. That then is the role I would set

for our public diplomacy: to enlist the

populations of the world into a common

cause and to convince them that the goals

they seek for themselves – freedom, securi-

ty and prosperity – are the same as those

that the United States seeks.
1 1

To fulfill the role laid out by Con-

g ressman Hyde in a world of incre a s i n g l y

global media and communications, pub-

lic diplomacy should embrace profes-

sional marketing practices. It must have a

m o re comprehensive and long-term goal

than just to overcome current challenges

among Islamic audiences. It will also

re q u i re the use of the full spectrum of

B R ANDING AM E R I CA®
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m a r keting tools, rather than tra d i t i o n a l

public relations alone. The United States

has many superbly qualified and highly

c reative professionals in private industry

to help in this task. 

This is not an argument for message

over substance. Branding America must

not be propaganda, but should be a clear

and loud voice for American values, as

well as a demand for smart and balanced

policy. One of the basic principles of

m a r keting and advertising is that you have

to have a good product to make an effec-

tive, long-term brand sale.  Great mar-

keting will not sell bad policy.

With the United States as the world’s

sole superpower and the ubiquity of the

U.S. presence in the lives of people

throughout the world, marketing Ameri-

can values is a necessary task, but one

whose success strongly depends on the

United States making smart policy choic-

es. Before we can brand America, we must

know the answers to basic questions: What

is the brand promise of the United States

,and to whom does it pertain? Is it a

believable promise? Are our actions con-

sistent with it? These questions are

f raught with multiple policy dilemmas.

In testimony before the House Inter-

national Relations Committee on

November 14, 2001, Robert Wehling, the

co-chair of the Ad Council Advisory

Committee and former Global Marke t i n g

Officer for Procter & Gamble, testified: 

At P&G we learned over and over again

never to exaggerate the claims for a product.

If [consumers’] experience with the prod-

uct does not meet or exceed their expecta-

tions, they won’t buy it again….Our actions

must be fully consistent with our words. If

we send messages to the Arab world that

communicate friendship and peace, it

w o n’t mean anything unless it’s accompa-

nied by a major humanitarian effort, a

major push for a Palestinian State, and oth-

er similar activities. If we are n’t willing to

deliver this kind of effort, we should not

release an advertising or PR campaign.
1 2

Branding Principles. T h e re are six

key steps that America must take in

b randing itself to the outside world.

1) Deciding upon a straightforward, believable, and

true brand promise

What the United States stands for

needs to be defined and emphasized. The

basic American values of freedom, toler-

ance, opportunity, and compassion will

appeal to any audience with whom Amer-

ica wants a dialogue.

In her statement at the House Interna-

tional Relations Committee hearing on

Public Diplomacy on October 10, 2001,

Ms. Beers stated, “This is a war about a

way of life and fundamental beliefs in val-

ues we did not expect to ever have to

explain and defend—such as freedom and

t o l e ra n c e . ”
1 3

Later, in her November

p ress conference, she stated, “We have to

put forward something we might have all

t a ken for granted, which is U.S. values…

w o rds like ‘freedom’ and ‘tolerance’ and

‘diversity of human beings’ are pre c i o u s

to us, and I don’t think they’re very well

understood. In this day I would say we

must renew our communication on what

we mean by such things.”
1 4

With the United States’s core message

s t rategy taking shape around these ke y

values, it is critical that U.S. policy initia-

tives are substantial and consistent for the

communications to be believable and

effective overseas in the long-term. In

other words, we must practice what we

p reach. Any efforts at “disinformation”

as envisaged by those who supported the

c reation of the (aborted) Pe n t a g o n

Office of Strategic Influence would be

counterproductive. 
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2) Audience segmentation and prioritization

U.S. branding strategy must begin by

identifying, segmenting, and prioritizing

exactly which audiences present oppor-

tune and critical targets for messaging.  In

his book “All Consumers are Not Cre a t-

ed Equal,” former Ogilvy director of Dif-

f e rential Marketing Garth Hallberg wrote

that marketers “must invest their efforts

and their budgets where they will produce

the most return. The most valuable cus-

tomers deserve special treatment to build

and retain their loyalty.”
1 5

The United

States must there f o re understand those

public audiences who will be the most

d e s i rable recipients of U.S. messaging

intended to influence public opinion. 

A start in this direction is re c o g n i z i n g

the great diversity that exists globally. As

Moufac Harb, Washington bureau chief

for Al Hayat newspaper, counseled:

Now consider the Muslim world–1.2 bil-

lion people living in 60 nations. You can-

not win the war of ideas and images here

with a strategy of ‘media carpet bombing’…

At the very least, the United States should

tailor its messages for each country–not

only for language but also for content.

Within countries, the United States should

have multiple messages crafted to re a c h

particular segments of society.
1 6

Mr. Wehling added to his testimony

about messaging to “the Arab Wo r l d ” :

Just as there is no single appropriate mes-

sage for all the countries in the re g i o n ,

t h e re is probably no one message that’s

right for all the people in a country. Pi c k i n g

the most important target audience for the

messages is critical. P&G’s success in this

region has principally come because of our

focus on women, particularly mothers.

That same focus may make sense in this case

because surely the women of the region have

had enough of violence and bloodshed. A

secondary target might well be Arab men

described as educated and modera t e .
1 7

Chairman Marc Nathanson of the

U.S. Broadcasting Board of Governors

has identified a specific target for the new

U.S. government’s new Middle East

Radio Network: young mainstream edu-

cated Arabs under thirty and the emerg-

ing Arab leadership.
1 8

3) Research and dialogue for continuous learning

When asked how to start a great cam-

paign, any marketing executive would

immediately identify the need for good

audience re s e a rch.  Again, Mr. We h l i n g ’ s

w o rds are apt: “Don’t start writing mes-

sages before getting up to date re s e a rch in

each country re g a rding how people feel,

why they feel that way, and what it would

t a ke to change their minds.”
1 9

R e s e a rch must be ongoing and all

communications efforts must be dedicat-

ed to constant learning. If the United

States is truly committed to the dialogue,

this means active listening to the audi-

ence and actually responding to their

concerns and needs. The policy implica-

tions of a responsive dialogue with the

A rab world, given the harsh reality of the

conflict between Israel and Palestine, and

the substance of Arab demands for its

resolution, are proving too much for

many in the United States government to

swallow. Dialogue cannot happen with-

out openness to policy change.

4) Evolving, dynamic messaging and programs

While basic values embody the bra n d

promise, ongoing messaging content

must be much more substantial and

dynamic with specific objectives. Situa-

tions evolve and constantly change, as do

people’s views. If dialogue is truly

d e s i red, it should be progressive and lead

to a desired goal. 

Mr. Hallberg defines this concept in

m a r keting terms: “This is all about a

B R ANDING AM E R I CA®
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mutual value exchange with information

as value. Brands learn from customers

and customers learn from brands. It’s

really a marketing curriculum. The

challenge for the brand is to always

remember its objectives and constantly

move the customer along the curricu-

l u m . ”
2 0

Mr. Hallberg’s curriculum tru-

ly applies to public diplomacy messaging

and audiences. For example, if we want

educators in Indonesia to become fair

and honest in their teachings about the

United States, we can develop a marke t-

ing curriculum with them in mind.

Such a curriculum could be designed

for use through a dynamic web site.

Newspaper advertising or brochure s

distributed in Indonesian schools might

a t t ract educators to the web site.

Through helpful and informative edu-

cational content, the web site would

e n c o u rage the educators to register and

engage in e-mail correspondence with

U.S. educators and U.S. culture and

information officers. The U.S. govern-

ment might send educational materials

to the teachers, or invite them to partic-

ipate in an exchange progra m .

5) The full range of marketing communications

The U.S. State Department has always

relied on public relations “spinning”

and U.S. broadcasting as its primary

communications channels. Wi t h o u t

necessarily challenging this primacy, a

b randing assignment should have all

communications tools available. The

issue is to get a compelling message to

the right audience, whether that is an

audience of foreign journalists or a

broader target. As John Leslie, Jr.,

chairman of the PR agency We b e r

Shandwick, told Congress: “We should

heed the Powell Doctrine…and apply it

now to communications. We must have

clear objectives and then we must bring

overwhelming force—the full range of

communications [sic] re s o u rces neces-

sary to achieve those objectives.”
2 1

The State Department must look at

every medium and tool available. In

some cases paid advertising in mass

media might be appropriate. It depends

on the specific objective involved and

the context of the message. For exam-

ple, while a television commercial might

not be the right medium for an ad pro-

moting American values to a broad

Muslim audience, it might be very

effective in promoting U.S. friendship

with a specific country if it promotes a

significant event in that country. Also,

when the United States delivers valuable

information via a web site, like a pre-

sentation on Muslim life in America or

information about U.S. programs, it

cannot assume that it has instant, broad

e x p o s u re .
2 2

Rather, marketing is needed

to alert viewers and readers and cause

them to visit a web site or look for a spe-

cific publication.

The greatest obstacle to media mar-

keting on a global scale though is the very

absence of advanced media in many

parts of the world. TV and Internet

p e n e t ration rates are extremely low in

most Asian and African countries. In

fact, television news and the Internet are

the media of an elite, educated segment

of the population in many countries.

While this is an argument in favor of

their use in efforts to reach selected edu-

cated audiences, it does mean, on the

other hand, that reaching broad audi-

ences re q u i res different tools.

I n c reased funding for the expanded

use of more traditional media for U.S.

messaging must there f o re be a priority.

The most powerful media available to

the United States include Voice of
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America as well as other U.S. broadcast-

ing efforts under the International

Broadcasting Bureau (IBB), such as the

new Middle East Radio Network. U.S.

international broadcasting reaches over

100 million people in sixty-one differ-

ent languages and not only offers news,

but also other highly appreciated pro-

g rams such as courses in English

instruction. One critical area for bud-

get increases is in the marketing of

American broadcasting programs. Less

than one percent of the IBB’s budget

has been dedicated to marketing. This is

ridiculous, as marketing is critical to

i n c reasing the penetration of VOA and

the number of its listeners in many

countries where there is already a lot of

media competition.
23 

6) Marketing-driven database and collaboration tools

Just as marketers use sophisticated

database tools and technology to profile,

understand, and communicate with their

most valuable customers, the State

Department should do the same with its

many public audiences. The develop-

ment of an accessible and usable database

is dependent upon smart marketing rules

that determine what criteria will best

identify good candidates with whom to

build a long-term relationship. 

Institutionalization of Profes-
sional Marketing Practices .
President Bush’s commitment to a long-

term, multifaceted war on terrorism sug-

gests that the United States is going to

assume a role as an ‘activist superpower.’

Public diplomacy needs to become a

long-term and sustained U.S. priority if

the country is going to effectively func-

tion in this role. Leadership re q u i re s

constant communication, not just in

times of crisis. To return to marke t i n g

terminology, Harvard Business School’s

T h e o d o re Levitt wrote tellingly, “Keep-

ing customers for an intangible product

re q u i res constant reselling efforts while

things go well lest the customer get lost

when things go badly.”
2 4

In opening hearings on “Rethinking

U.S. Public Diplomacy,” Congre s s m a n

Hyde stated, “It is by now obvious to

most observers that the role of public

diplomacy in our foreign policy has

been too long neglected.”
2 5

The after-

math of September 11 has shown the

need for aggressive communications in

a time of crisis. But a long-term, state-

of-the-art, and marke t i n g - d r i v e n

approach will be necessary in order for

public diplomacy to be truly effective.

When it is time again for government

budget cutting, public diplomacy will

again be vulnerable. This should be

g u a rded against. Public diplomacy must

be consistent and enduring.

In advocating the need for companies

to institutionalize branding re s p o n s i-

bility, David Aaker and Erich Joachim-

sthaler wrote, 

The charge is to create a strong, clear, rich

identity and to make sure that the imple-

mentation groups, whether inside or out-

side the company, understand the identity.

When alternatives to mass-media advertis-

ing are driving the brand-building process

or playing a substantial role, it is particular-

ly important to have a brand champion with

the ability, authority, and incentive to

e n s u re that the brand identity is delivere d

consistently across multiple media.
2 5

America must have a “strong, clear,

rich and appealing” identity and more

effective communication of that identity

through professional marketing disci-

plines. To do this will re q u i re incre a s e d

funding for public diplomacy and an

B R ANDING AM E R I CA®
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institutional brand champion. Although

the State Department might seem the

obvious choice for its residency, other

options exist.

The Center for the Study of the Pre s-

idency recommends: 

Rather than compartmentalize it in the

State Department, the public communica-

tions strategy should seek to overa rch the

Departments of Commerce, Tre a s u r y ,

Health and Human Services, and the tra d e

re p resentatives, as well as other re p re s e n t a-

tives of U.S. values and interests…. dra w-

ing especially on the creativity of the non-

governmental sector. Perhaps we need to

give serious thought to whether some kind

of public corporation or some new vehicle

should be formed to achieve such a goal.
2 6

W h e rever the authority will ulti-

mately reside, it is paramount that a

clear institutional leader be at the helm

of this important new mission in order

for the message to be consistent, credi-

ble, and compelling. And whether you

call it “branding” or not, this entity

must have the full power of marketing

at its disposal.

America must have a “strong, clear, rich

and appealing” identity and more effective

communication of that identity through

professional marketing disciplines.
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