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in communication and PR in Finland
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elina.melgin@utu.fi

Globalization and advances in technology have 
made it possible for almost everybody –and 
particularly for communication professionals– 
to network internationally in person or on so-
cial media platforms, to negotiate and promote 
trade, to form cultural and other relations, and 
to play a part in image building of their nati-
on. If decades ago, official diplomatic relations 
were handled mainly by a small and privileged 
group of state officials, associations and compa-
nies of today – in the era of social media– are 
just as able to engage in international relations 
and have influence as those traditionally seen as 
such actors.  Interaction of influence between 
states and multinational organizations takes 
place but what kind of vocabulary do we use 

about the diplomacy related work in the field of 
communication and PR in Finland?

The basic skills of communication professio-
nals include negotiation, engagement, building 
trust, listening, and working in networks, both 
within an organization and beyond it (Tench 
et al., 2017; Zerfass & Volk, 2017). The same 
characteristics are required of modern diplo-
mats (see e.g., Fletcher 2016; Fréshette, 2013). 
If we think about the concept of diplomacy, it 
has two definitions. The first is the traditional 
definition, whereby diplomacy concerns the 
management of relationships between states, 
while the second definition describes diplo-
macy as the skill of dealing with people without 
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threatening anybody. It is not easy to point out 
whether diplomacy is addressed as a process 
or as a skill when we think about the current 
public arena. Particularly public diplomacy is 
often understood as communication, PR and 
building a favorable impression, reputation and 
a country brand. (Melgin & Nieminen, 2018). 

This article compiles some diplomacy related 
concepts and practices and considers the im-
portance of communication in modern con-
temporary public diplomacy. I ponder why 
communication professionals in Finland speak 
so little about public diplomacy within their 
own organizations or in the society in general. I 
propose that public diplomacy is practiced, but 
organizations do not yet identify its full mea-
ning perhaps because of the absence of interna-
tionally recognized concepts.

Traditional and new public 
diplomacy

A variety of diplomatic concepts are used in 
public relations (PR) in different countries (see 
e.g., Ingenhoff & Marschlicht, 2019; L´Etang, 
2009, Löffelholz et al., 2015; Macnamara, 2011;) 
in order to clarify content related to internatio-
nal relations (IR), corporate diplomacy (CD), 
organizational diplomacy (OD), public diplo-
macy (PD), and new public diplomacy (NPD). 
The term new public diplomacy was invented 
already twenty years ago, and it tries to clarify 
the growth of the role of companies and orga-
nizations in solving multinational problems in 
the era that is called hybrid media landscape 
(see e.g., Chadwick, 2013). Despite the range of 
literature published (Vanc & Fitzpatrick, 2015), 
PR practitioners in general do not see the full 
potential of new public diplomacy in their pro-
fession. In Finland, the term new public diplo-
macy (uusi julkisuusdiplomatia) is very rarely 

used in daily business. In the Ministry of Fo-
reign Affairs in Finland, public diplomacy is 
used in global context but inside Finland the 
concept used is “country image work” (maaku-
vatyö). (Melgin & Nieminen, 2019). “Maakuva-
työ” does not describe the whole agenda of pub-
lic diplomacy. Same concept-related problem 
concerns the term PR (suhdetoiminta). The 
commonly used term in Finland is commu-
nication (viestintä). PR is not used in Finnish 
daily business. However, PR has been used as 
a key concept in communication research. This 
article describes the evolution of public diplo-
macy and provokes a question: How it is pos-
sible to join international research discussion if 
the key concepts are not actively used in Fin-
nish communication and PR field?

The heaven of diplomacy related 
concepts

The international academic discussion has pon-
dered the question of how diplomacy relates to 
communication and PR (e.g., Dyke & Verčič, 
2009; Ingenhoff & Buhmann, 2017, Pamment 
et al., 2017; Signitzer & Coombs, 1992). It has, 
thus far, sought conceptual similarities and dif-
ferences between PR and public diplomacy. 

The comparison has sometimes been perceived 
as the “window dressing of PR” (Macnamara, 
2011, p, 313). Some researchers believe that 
there is a need for a transdisciplinary approach 
to diplomacy and PR research (e.g., Gilboa, 
2008; Macnamara, 2011). A lack of examples of 
the real power issues has been identified (L´E-
tang, 2009; Melissen, 2013) as well as a lack of 
empirical cases (with exceptions such as Han & 
Yang, 2017; Molleda & Kochhar, 2019;).
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History in a nutshell

Propaganda was a rather neutral diplomatic 
concept until the dawn of WWII, also in Fin-
land. After the war, the meaning of propaganda 
was too closely associated with wartime memo-
ries to suit the needs of state diplomacy corps 
like the U.S. Information Agency. The concept 
of public diplomacy emerged as an alternative 
to the term propaganda in USA during 1960´s. 
Before, the phrase ‘public diplomacy’ had been 
used in the London Times (1856) and New 
York Times (1871) in the context of politics; it 
was used during the Great War to “describe a 
cluster of new diplomatic practises” (Cull, 2009, 
p. 20). As Cull (2009), a public diplomacy his-
torian, illustrates in describing the early use of 
the term, there was a need for openness in the 
politics and diplomacy reported in the newspa-
pers, especially in the U.S., Germany, and Great 
Britain. The more targeted concept of corpora-
te diplomacy was also in use in the U.S. by the 
1960s (Molleda & Kochhar, 2019).

Over the course of the past century, the con-
cept of public diplomacy has metamorphosed 
several times. Particularly the Americans have 
used public diplomacy as a euphemism for pro-
paganda. According to early definitions, public 
diplomacy described the U.S. efforts to reach 
foreign audiences with overseas information. 
It has been seen as a way to promote a count-
ry’s image or national self-advertisement (e.g., 
Fields, 2015). Since the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 
2001, the U.S. diplomacy and public diplomacy 
became dominated by themes of national se-
curity and counter-terrorism (Melissen, 2011), 
and the idea of new public diplomacy came to 
the fore (Melissen, 2013). The new public dip-
lomacy concept has been the centre of more re-
cent international diplomatic discourse (Heine, 
2013; Taylor, 2009; Potter, 2002–2003).

Today, corporations and associations operate 
in the context of state-level political relations. 
Thanks to the 21st-century technological de-
velopments, diplomacy has become an activity 
engaged in by all democratic actors with the aim 
of promoting intercultural consensus, building 
and maintaining collaborative relationships, 
and wielding influence to realise shared goals 
(see e.g., Fiske de Gouveia & Plumridge, 2005).

The whole concept of diplomacy has become 
vaguer in the 21st century. It has been split into 
several parts. For example, people speak of di-
gital diplomacy, “Twiplomacy”, preventive dip-
lomacy, citizen diplomacy, and city diplomacy 
(Adesina, 2017; Cooper et al., 2013; Melissen 
& van der Pluijm, 2007;). Diplomacy has beco-
me an acceptable method to use in all types of 
interaction and communication that bring to-
gether different cultures and involve working in 
an amicable spirit with the citizens of different 
countries or with different civil groups within 
a country.

Similarities and differences 
in traditional and new public 
diplomacy
The following aspects are often found in tradi-
tional public diplomacy and new public diplo-
macy (Löffelholz et al., 2015; Melissen, 2013; 
Szondi, 2008):

	− The purpose is to increase sympathy and 
understanding towards civic or national 
capital (culture, social models, etc.) and 
goals.

	− Traditional public diplomacy and new 
public diplomacy can be used to build an 
identity and create a positive impression 
of a country, its relations, and its alliances.
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	− Traditional and new public diplomacy 
can be used to promote tourism, inter-
national business, and foreign capital 
investment. The country, organizations, 
companies, and individuals all ultimately 
benefit from this.

	− Traditional and new public diplomacy 
aim to reduce negative generalisations 
and prejudices either directly or indire-
ctly.

	− Perhaps the main difference concerns 
civic actors: New public diplomacy 
highlights the work of all civic actors:

	− Non-governmental organizations also en-
gage in new public diplomacy alongside 
government-controlled organizations.

	− New public diplomacy no longer exclusi-
vely targets foreign countries; it may also 
target domestic audiences, either directly 
or through the media.

According to the list of similarities and diffe-
rences of public diplomacy concepts, I may 
summarize that the “newness” of new public 
diplomacy refers to the change in democracies. 
In the so-called hybrid times, anyone can take 
part of international and domestic political 
discourse in social media platforms. Citizens 
of today live in the global context. According 
to Nelson and Izadi (2009), public diplomacy 
in the U.S. lacks ethics and genuine dialogue. 
Therefore, scholars use different terms, like 
new public diplomacy, dialogue-based-public 
diplomacy, multi-stakeholder diplomacy, and 
network-oriented public diplomacy. In addi-
tion, Melissen (2011) states: Not all nations are 
afraid of terror attacks the same way as the U.S. 
is. 

Diplomacy and propaganda

The negative connotations associated with pro-
paganda, or the actions of powerful leaders 
tend to colour the whole concept of diplomacy. 
It happens in discussion of the historical or pre-
sent usage of soft power to win the hearts and 
minds of targeted groups, the way China does 
with its Panda diplomacy (Huang & Wang, 
2020), or Trump-style usage of “Twiplomacy” 
(Šimunjak & Caliandro, 2019). Adding disin-
formation campaigns masked as diplomacy to 
the picture (Bjola & Pamment, 2019; Nimmo, 
2016), the whole concept of diplomacy is in 
danger of losing the essence of peaceful inte-
raction between different state and non-state 
actors. 

Interestingly, the criticism towards traditional 
and new public diplomacy still focuses on pro-
paganda and one-way information distribution 
(see Guth, 2008). In order to overcome the his-
torical burden and retain perspective while get-
ting involved in supranational issues, organiza-
tions need to focus on a two-way symmetrical 
public diplomacy, values-based leadership, and 
ethical standards (Nelson & Izadi, 2009). Melis-
sen (2013, p. 439) sees the future of traditional 
and new public diplomacy in a less nationalistic 
way of working for common interests and glo-
bal public goods, which he refers to as “global 
public-diplomacy consensus”. 

The range of research literature published on 
PR and public diplomacy (Vanc & Fitzpatrick, 
2015) has not yet helped PR professionals to 
agree upon the concepts or role of PR profes-
sionals in the changing field of public diplo-
macy. For example, corporate diplomacy has 
been defined as “the corporate activities of 
multinational companies, which are directed at 
the host country’s key stakeholders and aimed 
at participating in decision-making processes 
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on relevant socio-political issues and building 
relationships in order to gain corporate legiti-
macy” (Ingenhoff & Marschlich, 2019, p. 358). 
Corporate diplomacy is well suited to being the 
key concept of companies, but it does not suit 
PR work done in a multi-actor context in any 
organization.

PR persons and diplomatic work

Traditional public diplomacy was used in the 
era of print media and traditional broadcast 
media, like radio and TV. The media landscape 
where public diplomacy is practiced has chan-
ged dramatically over the years. Major changes 
in the 2010s have challenged traditional public 
diplomacy and diplomacy in general so severely 
that there has even been talk of the death of the 
diplomatic profession (Rothkopf, 2009). How
ever, many popular diplomats have millions 
of followers on social media (Adesina, 2017), 
and “old school” diplomats have been advised 
to learn to cope with digitalization (Fletcher, 
2016).

Diplomacy is generally seen as a negotiation 
process between actors. We speak about diplo-
matic attitude or even “daily diplomacy” (Mus-
tajoki, 2019). Diplomacy is a skill of ambassa-
dors, statespersons, other influential leaders, 
and PR professionals (?) primarily associated 
with international interaction and persuasion. 
In the past, PR professionals were the actors of 
propaganda machinery, but the modern era has 
altered the profession (at least in the western 
civilizations) to embody the opposite. PR pro-
fessionals have taken on the task of fact-chec-
king in the fight against disinformation. Disin-
formation is one of the biggest global problems 
in modern society, according to the Institute 
of Public Relations (McCorkindale, 2019). In 

Finland, the urgency of this problem has been 
growing (ProCom, 2017).

The basic skills of communication professionals 
include building trust, listening and working in 
networks. Some researchers describe modern 
communication professionals as occupying the 
role of ambassador, advocate, or bridge builder 
(Asunta, 2016; Tench et al., 2017;). The ability 
to act ethically is the mark of a communication 
professional (Asunta, 2016). The same charac-
teristics are required of diplomats (see e.g., Flet-
cher 2016; Fréshette, 2013).

Recent discussions on new public diplomacy 
have proposed the need for more criticism and 
more theory to strengthen the academic legiti-
macy of the study in the field (Melissen, 2013; 
Melissen & Wang, 2019). It seems that new 
public diplomacy is still struggling with reach-
ing a status of a solid concept in modern poli-
tical studies or in PR studies. Many researchers 
have criticised the North American dominated 
research on public diplomacy (e.g., Löffelholz 
et al., 2015; Yun, 2012). New terms have also 
been proposed but they mainly align with the 
needs of American entities that have begun to 
exercise foreign policy and diplomacy based 
on “soft power” in their international relations 
as a counterbalance to hard power (Nye, 2004; 
Snow, 2009).

Is public diplomacy needed in 
Finland?

New public diplomacy is as a multi-actor in-
teraction that aims to build networks and in-
fluence political decision-making, not only for 
image-boosting purposes but also to solve sup-
ranational problems like climate change, build 
societal resilience, and strive for the common 
good, beyond organizations´ own good. In the 
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current times, new public diplomacy practices 
require an understanding of not only the cul-
tures, media landscapes, and socio-economic 
systems of other countries but also the culture 
of the disinformation sphere. I believe there is 
a huge potential for PR people in the arena of 
global diplomatic work to strive for common 
interest and common good. For PR professio-
nals, the challenge is to teach management and 
organization members to take a stronger role in 
public diplomacy, to link organizations’ purpo-
se to a larger context, as well as to coach orga-
nizations to understand the nature of the sphe-
re. Furthermore, they also need to be aware of 
when and how their organization may become 
part of somebody else’s (hostile) agenda (e.g., a 
field of industry becoming the target of a disin-
formation campaign), and the importance and 
fragility of trust.

It is obvious that the new public diplomacy 
practices are already at play in Finland. For 
example, Finnish organizations, not only state 
related organizations, collaborate in multina-
tional initiatives like climate change and girls’ 
education. But how to verbalize and make vi-
sible the work if not with internationally used 
and recognized concepts? I argue that if PR vo-
cabulary in Finland overlooks the concepts of 
public diplomacy, it may reveal that PR work is 
perceived more narrowly than the globally un-
derstood PR. I also wish  that the field of PR in 
Finland would better realize the huge potential 
of public diplomacy in PR.

I believe that if organizations and their PR pro-
fessionals take an active role in public diplo-
macy and use internationally comparable con-
cepts, they may implement change and take a 
stronger role in international influencing. 

University scholars in PR in Finland must know 
public diplomacy research, but for some reason 

teaching in this area is left to a few. The “count-
ry image work” used by the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs in Finland does not support the cause 
as it in reality excludes the link for political or 
social and global influencing, and reduces idea 
of public diplomacy to almost solely “country 
branding”. Unfortunately, the wide agenda of 
public diplomacy remains unknown for stu-
dents who are the future PR influencers in or-
ganizations acting in global diplomatic context. 

The work of modern, i.e., new public diplo-
macy, should be done not only in multinational 
context but also on a domestic scale. We need 
public diplomacy because of work-related and 
other forms of immigration. Interaction within 
a country with individuals from different cultu-
ral backgrounds requires diplomatic skills of PR 
professionals in charge of stakeholder relations. 
Diversity and inclusion belong to PR. Both 
traditional and new public diplomacy aim to 
reduce negative generalisations and prejudices 
either directly or indirectly. In the end, public 
diplomacy work done by PR professionals re-
lates to peace and preservation of democracy.

Special thanks to University Lecturer Laura 
Asunta for the encouragement to write this pie-
ce.
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