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BLUF:  Citizen diplomacy programs can influence the long term U.S. and Iraq relationships by 

improving Iraq's capabilities to build a successful civil society and government.  USF-I, CENTCOM, and 

USM-I can take steps to expand existing citizen diplomacy programs and create additional opportunities. 

 

Introduction 

As the U.S. military presence in Iraq ends, U.S. forces‟ (USF-I) capabilities are transitioning to the 

Department of State (DoS) to improve “connections between the political, economic and social fabric of 

[Iraq].”
1
  Continued U.S. influence in Iraq is thus likely to be carried out using „soft power‟, or “the 

ability to get what you want through attraction rather than coercion and payment.”
2
  U.S. citizens and 

organizations engaging in citizen diplomacy can enhance opportunities created by this increasing „soft 

power‟ dynamic to positively influence U.S.-Iraqi relations.   This can be done by partnering U.S. military 

and DoS activities with private programs or simply facilitating private programs that nest with U.S. 

government (USG) objectives.  These programs can be facilitated through USG support in funding, visas, 

or program direction in coordination with private sector and local level U.S. and Iraqi government 

organizations.    

Citizen diplomacy “is the engagement of individual American citizens in primarily voluntary, private 

sector programs and activities that increase cross-cultural understanding and knowledge between 

Americans and people from other countries, leading to greater mutual understanding and respect.”
3
  

Citizen diplomacy efforts lead to improved foreign nationals‟ perceptions of the U.S. and frequently do 

support U.S. public diplomacy objectives.
4
  The latest mission statement for public diplomacy is “To 

support the achievement of U.S. foreign policy goals and objectives, advance national interests, and 

enhance national security by informing and influencing foreign publics and by expanding and 

strengthening the relationship between the people and government of the United States and citizens of 
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the rest of the world.”
5
 
6
 Improved perceptions result from the communication, partnering and relationship 

building of citizen diplomacy.   

The DoS Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs supports citizen diplomacy through citizen 

exchanges such as the Fulbright program, International Visitor Leadership Program (IVLP) and youth 

programs.  The U.S. realizes the importance of „soft power‟ hiring 1,108 new DoS foreign and civil 

service officers and 1,200 USAID foreign service officers.
7
  Private individuals and organizations 

working to build bridges between citizens of the U.S. and foreign nations can exponentially increase USG 

citizen diplomacy efforts.  

Research into Lessons Learned from Citizen Diplomacy Programs 

The Human Terrain System (HTS) interviewed 11 Americans and 7 Iraqis who participated in or 

organized citizen diplomacy exchange programs including the Baghdad Denver Regional Partnership 

(BDRP), the Karadah Project, and IVLP to learn about their citizen diplomacy experiences.  We spoke 

with a former member of the Baghdad City Council and a current member of the Baghdad Provincial 

Council.  Additionally, we interviewed two DoS Public Affairs Officers and the CEO of Sister Cities 

International. 

 BDRP was formed to “promote the exchange of ideas and understanding between government officials, 

citizens, college faculty and students, businesses and nonprofit organizations of the two regions.”
8
  BDRP 

sponsors trips for delegates including local and national government officials, university professors, 

business people, and non-profit leaders from Baghdad to Denver to learn how government organizations 

work in cooperation with Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO) and businesses to strengthen society.    

The Karadah Project, was built upon the founders‟ conviction that through “exposure to new ideas 

through lasting and committed mentoring and partnering relationships, Iraqis will have the tools needed to 

build civil, stable and economically strong communities.”  The Karadah Project coordinated video 

conferences between Iraqi and American female entrepreneurs, dentistry school faculty, and chambers of 

commerce.  They also arranged a visit by the Deans of the Baghdad University School of Dentistry to 

Creighton University.  

Benefits of Citizen Diplomacy 

Respondents consistently stated that building bridges and improving understanding interested them most 

in cross-cultural partnering.   

 One Iraqi said, “The partnership has given the Iraqis the opportunity to build friendships, discover 

the real human side of American people and to be able to see examples of how American local 

governments face local challenges related to citizen needs.”  

 An American commented, “Everyone on the city team commented on the value of meeting an 

Iraqi face-to-face instead of through the filter of US media.  It really drove home the point that 

the war in Iraq is about every-day humans striving to make a better life for themselves, their 

families and their country.”  

 One American added, “Mutual respect is achieved and pre-conceived notions are torn down.  In 

the end people are people and we all have the same basic wants and needs.” 
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Iraqis seemed to be much more interested in gaining insight about American society that they could then 

incorporate into their burgeoning democracy. Americans did not necessarily feel they received the same 

benefits though they highly valued the friendships. 

 From an Iraqi: “We learned how a local government, a municipal league and NGOs operate in a 

democratic society.  In addition and most important, we have gained valuable friendships at the 

family level.” 

 From an Iraqi: “I learned from the US people the meaning of giving back to the community.” 

 From an American: “It‟s nice publicity for us, but I don‟t think it furthers our agenda or otherwise 

impacts the organization.  Many citizens of the Denver metro region have the opportunity to meet 

and commune with people they would have never otherwise even met.” 

 From an American: “There wasn‟t anything that we were looking for.  It was more about what we 

could do for them.” 

American-Iraqi partnerships have the potential for mutual benefit.   

 From an Iraqi: “We want to show Americans the great history that we have in Iraq.  We want to 

give advice for American businesses to do work here.” 

 From an American: “One of the things BDRP talked about was a first responders‟ exchange.  

There are certainly things that our first responders could learn from Iraqis sharing their 

experiences dealing with catastrophes [mass casualty events] on a regular basis.” 

 From an American: “Iraqis now have to cope with the results of the psychological and mental 

results of decades of war.  Surely they have something to teach us on many levels about dealing 

with those kinds of stress.  There have been leaders who have stepped up in the face of great 

harm.  Surely, there are lessons of leadership that can be learned from these unsung heroes.” 

Challenges to Citizen Diplomacy 

Citizen diplomacy efforts to date have been largely uni-directional.  That is, Americans want to give to 

Iraqis.  But, Iraqis don‟t really want to foster a continued “patron-client” relationship.  As US citizen 

diplomats discover concrete ways to receive and acknowledge help from Iraqis, Americans demonstrate 

the mutuality that leads to true international respect.  For example, yielding to Iraqis who voice their 

vision to develop relationships.  When both citizenries contribute equally, both parties benefit.  For now, 

some of the one-way feelings could relate to the difficulty Americans experience travelling to Iraq.  It‟s 

dangerous.  But experiencing Iraq helps Americans gain perspective through the cultural immersion. 

 From an American: “If I can take my family to Iraq for a vacation, that is success.” 

The DoS also recognizes challenges to expanding people-to-people relationships including; “1) Budget 

constraints have limited our ability to engage beyond traditional elites, despite demographic shifts, 2) 

Security concerns have shut venues for direct engagement, often leaving the U.S. presence defined by 

fortified compounds, 3) Experimentation with new media tools has been uneven across posts, 4) Fast 

turnover of personnel and limited follow-up with program participants leads to limited return on 

investments on skills and relationships.”
9
 

Challenges mentioned by interview respondents include language barriers, partnership sustainability, 

funding and the difficult process of obtaining visas. 
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 From an American: “The absence of reliable budgets for local and regional governments, and 

high turnover during much of the existence of BDRP have posed significant challenges to 

effective collaboration.” 

 From an American: “Develop a formal partnership with one or more U.S. and Iraqi government 

agencies, which guarantee, at least, minimal multi-year funding.  With guaranteed funding, 

specific pilot projects can be identified by BDRP for Baghdad, but with opportunities for 

replication throughout the country, including the likelihood of fostering similar regional 

partnerships.” 

 From an Iraqi: “Sometimes, the programs were designed and implemented without enough 

consideration of the short or long term advantage for the Iraqi side.  Another challenge is visa 

sponsorship issue for Iraqi delegations and security factor for American visiting groups and 

scholars.” 

Citizen Diplomacy and Reconciliation in the Iraqi Context 

The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have negatively impacted Arab perceptions of the U.S.
10

  In a February 

2008 poll, 73% of Iraqis said they opposed the presence of coalition forces in Iraq.  However 40% of 

Iraqis said they wanted the US to play a bigger role, while 22% said they wanted the U.S. to play a 

smaller role.  Another 13% wanted America‟s role to stay the same. 
11

  A 2006 poll found that 68% of 

Iraqis favored non-military forms of involvement for helping Iraqis organize their communities to address 

local needs.
12

  Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki has also recently called for greater cooperation with the 

U.S. “in all the areas that were addressed in the Strategic Framework Agreement.”
13

  While Iraqis want 

sovereignty, they realize that US assistance builds their national capabilities.  Losing contact with 

Americans equates to losing national capacity. 

Citizen diplomacy is one way to fulfill those desires for Iraqi sovereignty.  Through citizen diplomacy 

Iraqis and Americans become equal partners.  Human Terrain System findings in Iraq support the notion 

that equal status facilitates the positive effects of intergroup contact.
14

  Intergroup contact theory specifies 

equal group status, common goals, intergroup cooperation and the support of authorities are necessary for 

improving understanding and reducing prejudice.
15

  Optimally, intergroup contact also requires time for 

cross-group friendships to develop. 
16

  Citizen diplomacy fulfills the requirement for equal group status 

and can meet the other conditions for optimal intergroup contact with proper planning.  

Citizen diplomacy programs also support reconciliation within Iraq.  Encouraging exchange groups that 

include individuals of mixed sectarian and ethnic backgrounds can increase understanding and improve 

relations between those individuals as they cooperate through citizen diplomacy. 

Iraq‟s security situation impedes citizen diplomacy.  While security measurably improved since 2003, the 

perceived threat of violence remains against Americans in Iraq.   For citizen diplomacy to impact U.S.-

Iraqi relations, people need freedom to travel to fulfill the equal group status for optimal intergroup 

contact.  While the potential for Americans to travel to Iraq to engage in citizen diplomacy may currently 

be limited, this does not alone preclude U.S.-Iraqi partnership building.  Relationships fostered now will 

bring Americans to Iraq as security improves.  

Additionally, many in the U.S. have expressed a willingness to come to Iraq, indeed some in the BDRP 

actually have.  More could come with minimal risk if, for instance, the US Embassy would allow 
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delegations to stay in the Embassy Compound and use Embassy meeting facilities to conduct activities 

with their Iraqi partners. 

 The Impact of Citizen Diplomacy and Cultural Exchange on Changing Perceptions   

Citizen diplomacy impacts decision-makers and international policy by influencing public opinions.  

Citizen diplomacy positively impacts individuals.  One young Iraqi who participated in the IVLP stated, 

“At first I hated Americans because all I knew about Americans were the soldiers that I saw…  I wanted 

to go to the U.S. just to get away from the violence.  After going on the IVLP program I learned that 

Americans are good people and we have many things in common.”  These “things in common” are the 

bridges that citizens of both nations discover in the course of their exchange.  The experience of this 

young Iraqi illustrates how citizen diplomacy affects perceptions one person at a time. 

The DoS commissioned a study to assess the effects of IVLP participation on improving foreign 

participant‟s perceptions of the U.S. and the American people.  IVLP participants interviewed were from 

Georgia, Kazakhstan, Russia and Ukraine who traveled to the U.S. between 1996 and 2001.  The 

responses were overwhelmingly positive.  After participating in the IVLP 73% of respondents said they 

had a more favorable view of the American people (28% much more favorable, 45% more favorable, 26% 

no change) and 65% of respondents said they had a more favorable view of the U.S. government (15% 

much more favorable, 50% more favorable, 34% no change).  Additionally, IVLP alumni who agreed or 

strongly agreed that Americans are concerned about people from other countries increased from 58% 

before the visit to 72% after the visit, while perceptions of Americans as being arrogant decreased from 

36% before the visit to 19% after the visit. 
17

   

Recommendations  

Of the following 7 recommendations the first 5 refer to strategies that can be implemented by USG 

agencies and private organizations engaging in citizen diplomacy.  Recommendations 6 and 7 deal with 

issues of funding for citizen diplomacy and DoS issuance of visas for citizen diplomacy.  At the end, we 

propose two citizen diplomacy programs that USF-I staff could adopt to support the Strategic Framework 

Agreement Section III Defense and Security Cooperation and Section VIII Law Enforcement and Judicial 

Cooperation. 

1.Webs of relationships – Success should not be measured by merely looking at numbers of participants 

in cultural exchange but by the strength of the relationships that are formed through exchange.  As stated 

by the US Embassy-Baghdad spokesperson, “It is long standing ties that are particularly important 

because they generate webs of relationships.”  Webs of relationships will require both reoccurring contact 

and an overlap of contact between exchange participants.  Instead of sending delegations of entirely new 

groups of Iraqis on exchange programs to the U.S., a certain percentage (anywhere from 25-50%) of 

delegates should be alumni from previous trips to the same location.  These alumni then serve as liaisons 

between the new delegates and their U.S. counterparts, helping the new delegates connect with Americans 

and teaching them what to expect.  Reoccurring exchange would also give alumni the opportunity to 

reconnect face-to-face with their American counterparts to continue to build stronger relationships and 

facilitate the development of specific goals that can be effectively monitored.  

2.Depth of contact over breadth of contact –Participants should spend more time in one location building 

stronger relationships, rather than travelling to various destinations meeting many people but knowing 
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few.  As explained in intergroup contact theory, cross-group friendships require time.  While giving 

exchange participants a broad view of America through visiting multiple locations may seem attractive, 

deeper connections and relationships will be developed in one location. 

3.Institutional anchors – Citizen diplomacy programs permanently affiliated with organizations 

including businesses, government, non-government and educational institutions have greater legitimacy 

for raising funds through donations and grants.  Institutional anchors can also increase the sustainability 

of citizen diplomacy programs through previous exchanges, including activities that lead to successful 

relationships.  Cultural diplomacy programs that partner with multiple institutions have the potential to 

draw a wider cross-section of individuals increasing the web of relationships.  Sister Cities International 

(http://www.sister-cities.org/) is one of these types of organizations that lend legitimacy to citizen 

diplomacy programs through its decades of experience facilitating cultural exchanges. 

 4.Leverage the Internet and social media – Although internet penetration in Iraq is low, its use is 

growing among the young and educated.  A web-portal should be developed for those interested in citizen 

diplomacy and exchange and those looking to form partnerships.  This web-portal would provide 

information about cultural diplomacy programs and enable partnerships.  NGO‟s operating in Iraq have 

formed such a site (www.ncciraq.org) which can serve as a model.   

Face-to-face citizen diplomacy should be supplemented through the use of social media.  Exchange 

participants can and do continue their relationships through e-mail and social media.  The DoS does 

something like this for alumni of government sponsored exchange programs 

(http://exchanges.state.gov/alumni/index.html).  Iraqis and Americans who have not participated in 

exchange but are interested in forming relationships, should be able to go to a similar type of site where 

they can contact one another. 

5.Implement conditions for intergroup contact – Private and governmental organizations implementing 

citizen diplomacy programs should establish conditions for successful intergroup contact for activities 

carried out during and after the exchange.  These conditions include: equal group status, common goals, 

intergroup cooperation, support of authorities, and adequate time for friendships to develop.  These 

increase positive effects of intergroup contact and exchanges.  

6.Increased funding –The U.S. spends 1/10 of 1% of its budget on foreign affairs and only 1% of that is 

spent on citizen diplomacy.
18

  A statistically insignificant increase in funding for citizen diplomacy can 

have an exponentially large impact on improving U.S.-Iraqi relations.  If new funding is not an option, 

consider dedicating a portion of funds from programs like IVLP to reoccurring programs.  Additionally, 

USF-I and CENTCOM can facilitate programs by authorizing the use of military assets to facilitate travel 

and life support.  For instance, allow delegations to fly in and out of Kuwait/Iraq on military aircraft on a 

space available basis.   

7.Citizen diplomacy visa program – The DoS Exchange Visitor (J) Visa helps foreign nationals 

participate in work or study exchange programs through sponsor organizations.  However an expansion of 

this program, to allow for visas for individuals participating in cultural diplomacy that does not fit the J 

visa program, should be considered by DoS.  Citizen diplomacy programs that are affiliated with 

recognized institutional anchors, such as Sister Cities International, would validate these exchanges. 

http://www.sister-cities.org/
http://www.ncciraq.org/
http://exchanges.state.gov/alumni/index.html
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Recommendations for Successful Long Term Citizen Diplomacy Programs in Support of the 

Strategic Framework Agreement 

Prime Minister Maliki has called for greater cooperation with the U.S. in support of the Strategic 

Framework agreement and GoI spokesman Ali al-Dabbagh recently stated that military cooperation with 

the U.S. may be acceptable if it “could take other forms, of empowering the system or the democracy in 

Iraq.”
19

  Programs could include Sister Cities sponsored law enforcement training, which along with the 

National Guard State Partnership Program, the Military Engagement Team Pilot Program, and the already 

planned Office of Security Cooperation, would result in a large program involving the entirety of DoD 

entities.  There is the potential to have many programs and partnerships lined up to start executing 

immediately at the end of the U.S. military withdrawal.   

National Guard State Partnership Program – The National Guard State Partnership Program has 

partnered state National Guards with militaries in 62 countries.  Exchanges through this program allow 

National Guards to highlight their “unique state-federal and civil-military characteristics to interact with 

both the active and reserve forces of foreign nations, interagency partners, and international non-

governmental organizations.”
20

  The program “encourages international cooperation, understanding, and 

the development of enduring relationships while building mutual capacity to tackle the world‟s toughest 

challenges.”
21

  With the withdrawal of the U.S. military, the implementation of this program between one 

U.S. state and the Iraqi military would provide an opportunity for U.S. and Iraqi soldiers to form 

relationships through a cooperative relationship based on equal status.  USF-I could encourage the Iraqi 

Ministry of Defense to request participation in the National Guard State Partnership Program.  The 

National Guard could recommend rapid selection of a partner state upon approval for this partnership.  

Iraqi Ministry of Defense and USF-I staff could then look at other successful partnerships to identify best 

practices to be employed with a National Guard-Iraqi Military partnership.  There are multiple indirect 

benefits that could also result from this type of partnership as U.S. civilian-guardsmen may find 

additional opportunities to partner with the Iraqis through other venues including their civilian places of 

employment. 

 

Civilian Law Enforcement Exchange – A program to partner U.S. and Iraqi law enforcement agencies 

would provide opportunities for exchange, learning, and relationship building between police and first 

responders.  While Iraqi police and first responders learn from their U.S. counterparts, they also have a lot 

to teach Americans through their extensive experiences dealing with mass casualty events.  This type of 

exchange could complement the training occurring through the U.S. Embassy-Baghdad‟s International 

Narcotics and Law Enforcement (INL) program.  Civilian U.S. law enforcement jurisdictions have 

already hosted Iraq delegations through Sister Cities and IVLP and some have expressed interest in 

establishing on-going programs. Program could be facilitated by INL or an organization like Sister Cities 

International, which has also expressed interest in organizing such a program.   
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