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ABSTRACT

This visual public diplomacy study explores the impact of photographs on perceptions about the 
United States. A structured Q sample of 46 photos represented: (1) pop culture, (2) business, (3) 
people and sports, (4) landmarks and monuments, (5) conflict, (6) politicians, and (7) pro- and 
anti-American demonstrations. Thirty-three non-U.S. citizens from 20 countries sorted the Q 
sample from (-4) “makes me feel bad about the United States” to (+4) “makes me feel good 
about the United States.” Two factors emerged: (A) Iconic America, and (B) Anti-Government / 
Pro- Celebrity. Factor A participants associate classic images such as national monuments and 
famous Americans with positive feelings, whereas Factor B participants put a positive emphasis 
on entertainment personalities. Additionally, those in Factor B perceive as hypocritical any 
depictions of government’s diplomacy efforts.

Combining our interests in both public diplo- macy and operant subjectivity, in this study we 
explore the extent to which images impact individuals’ perceptions, attitudes and opin- ions 
about foreign countries. Specifically, we examine how individual consumers of visual imagery 
feel about the United States when they look at photos of its people and places. In addition, we try  
to understand what kinds of visual images trigger more positive thoughts about this country.

Although the role of visual images in public diploma- cy has been acknowledged by scholars and 
practitioners (Cowan and Arsenault 2008; Lord 2006; Nye 2004), the degree to which visual 
communications affect people’s understanding of a foreign country has not been explored 
extensively. Nor have the ways of effectively employing visual communications been addressed 
in the public di- plomacy literature.

Nevertheless, several communication scholars have looked at the visual aspects of such concepts 
as national image (Edwards and Winkler 2008; James 2006; Kam- alipour 1999; Kennedy 2008); 
propaganda and ideology (Cloud 2008; Davis 2005; Hariman and Lucaites 2007, 2008; 
Michalski and Gow 2007); media and strategic communications (Hariman and Lucaites 2007; 
Kennedy 2008; Michalski and Gow 2007); and political rhetoric (Edwards and Winkler 2008; 
Erickson 2008). Hariman and Lucaites (2007) observed that photojournalism can shape our 
understanding of foreign affairs.

Insight in subjective perspectives about the United States and its people could make U.S. public 
diplomacy efforts more competitive in today’s marketplace of visual communications. We 
employ Q methodology to test what kinds of pictures are perceived representative of the Unit- ed 
Sates and what sorts of emotions those pictures evoke about America among people of different 
cultures.



LITERATURE REVIEW

Conceptualizing Visual Public Diplomacy

Visual public diplomacy refers to state and non-state ac- tors’ communications with overseas 
publics by means of pictures, rather than words, to convey or support mes- sages about these 
actors, their country, policies, culture, businesses, etc. Our definition builds on the public di- 
plomacy and visual communication literature that helps us understand (1) who crafts and 
controls public diplo- macy’s visual messages; (2) what channels are used to communicate visual 
images to overseas audiences; and (3) why visual images are important in public diplomacy.

Unlike traditional diplomacy, which involves gov-

ernment-to-government interactions, public diplomacy interacts with citizens of other countries 
seeking to gain a better understanding of one another (Cull 2008; Tuch 1990), build a positive 
image or brand for the country (Anholt 2005; Arndt 2005; Kunczik 1997; Lord 2006; Nye 
2004;), shape a favorable public opinion overseas (Malone 1988; Manheim 1994; Osgood 2006; 
Pigman and Deos 2008), and influence the policies of foreign governments by influencing the 
opinions of their citizens (Malone 1988; Manheim 1994; Tuch 1990).

Public diplomacy’s international outreach involves a variety of strategies and tactics employed 
by state and non-state actors such as governments, businesses and nonprofit nongovernmental 
organizations (Cowan and Arsenault 2008; Cull 2008; Malone 1988). Refer- ring to 
governments’ public diplomacy, Malone (1988) distinguished: strategic communications, 
international broadcasting, and cultural and educational exchanges. Cull (2008) described a five-
element taxonomy of public diplomacy: listening, advocacy, cultural diplomacy, ex- change 
diplomacy, and international news broadcasting. Cowan and Arsenault (2008) proposed three 
strategies or layers of public diplomacy: monologue, dialogue and collaboration.

Our concept of visual public diplomacy ties in with what Cowan and Arsenault (2008) described 
as mono- logue or monologic, one-way communication (e.g., speeches, press releases, movies, 
books, works of visu- al-art, etc.). In Cowan and Arsenault (2008), monologic communications 
are designed to clearly present ideas, vi- sions, and perspectives, and to target mass audiences in 
other countries. Although the effects of a monologue are rather limited compared to a dialogue or 
a collaboration, the one-way communication strategy has its advantages, time and place in public 
diplomacy: “Dialogue and col- laboration, while invaluable, will never fully supplant one-way 
communication strategies” (Cowan and Arse- nault 2008, 13).

National Competition for International Audiences/ Who Produces and Controls Visual Images

Visual imagery is often viewed as an ideological tool used—intentionally or unintentionally—by 
both those in power or those in opposition to the dominant power (Da- vis 2005; Cloud 2008; 
Edwards and Winkler 2008; Erick- son 2008; Hariman and Lucaites 2008). Most images— from 
explicitly propagandistic to seemingly neutral—are said to contain ideological messages (Davis 



2005; James 2006; Cloud 2008) and reflect the society in which they were created (Edwards and 
Winkler 2008). The explicit message contained in an image notwithstanding, it is up to viewers 
to perceive and understand the implicit mean- ings in the image they see (Hariman and Lucaites 
2008). Moreover, in the digital age, media play a greater role in the presentation and 
interpretation of political messages (Michalski and Gow 2007; Kennedy 2008).

As state and not-state public diplomacy practitioners seek to communicate with citizens of other 
countries, shape foreign public opinions, and manage national im- ages overseas, their efforts 
face tremendous challenges from media industries both domestically and internation- ally. By 
definition intended for very large audiences, mass media industries extend their markets beyond 
national borders transforming the entire world into their consum- ers. As an additional benefit of 
their global expansion, mass media are better positioned than public diplomacy’s sources to 
influence opinions and images. Because of the limited firsthand experiences most people have 
with other countries, media portrayals have been found to im- pact their opinions and images of 
those countries tremen- dously (Anholt 2005; Brown 2003; Dizard 2004; Harris and Karafa 
1999; Kamalipour 1999; Kunczik 1997; Lord 2006; Manheim and Albritton 1984; Malone 1988; 
Rich- mond 2008; Usluata 1999).

Visual coverage of world events, places, and cultures is particularly important in shaping 
people’s perceptions about the world outside of their countries (Cloud 2008; Hariman and 
Lucaites 2006; Kennedy 2008; Michalski and Gow 2007). Edwards and Winkler (2008) 
observed, “Images used strategically in the public sphere reflect not only beliefs, attitudes, and 
values of their creators, but those of the society at large” (119).

Kamalipour (1999) observed that “when it comes to production of images, no nation holds more 
power than the United States in terms of reach and penetration into cultures of the world” (xxiii). 
Considering the unrivaled private resources U.S. mass media enjoy, public diploma- cy—and 
particularly governmental public diplomacy— could not possibly match media’s influence 
beyond the country’s borders. In addition to being powerful nation- ally and internationally, U.S. 
mass media often counter the U.S. government’s involvement in the management of information 
(Brown 2003; Lord 2006).

While such internal competition for overseas publics is certainly beneficial for developing and 
maintaining a rich national market of ideas, it doesn’t make the public diplomacy practitioner’s 
job easier. Recognizing the in- evitability and inequality of competition between public 
diplomacy and commercial media, those concerned with the U.S. standing abroad advocate for 
public-private part- nerships in public diplomacy (Dizard 2004; Lord 2006;Malone 1988; Nye 
2004; Pigman and Deos 2008; Rich- mond 2008).

Notwithstanding the source (i.e., public diplomacy or media), monologic forms of 
communications targeting international publics offer the public diplomacy practi- tioners the 
least control over the message:



Popular entertainment products, global news flows, and the private circulation of information 
(and often misinformation) about the domestic sphere are just a few among many critical factors 
in shaping national reputations. There are many times when thoughtless or inadvertent forms of 
monologues, including those by private actors, or by public actors in private moments, contrib- 
ute to a country’s reputation abroad (Cowan and Arsenault 2008, 14).

Michalski and Gow (2007) argued that the way people perceive visual images is “affected at 
least as much by the unintentional as by intentional” (4) efforts to man- age information. In times 
of war or crisis more than ever, it becomes almost impossible to control mass media- generated 
visual discourse or lack thereof (Martin 2006; Michalski and Gow 2007).

The truism that a picture paints a thousand words has a darker twin. For, it is just as likely that 
while apparently substituting iconic sim- plicity and clarity in terms of communicating a 
message, the reality is that the image may well be hiding at least a thousand words (Michalski 
and Gow 2007, 218).

Indeed, the absence of visual images of weapons of mass destruction following the U.S.-led 
engagement in Iraq was critical in challenging the legitimacy of inva- sion. Television news is 
the dominant means of deliver- ing images and, thus, those images--or, in the case of the Iraq 
invasion, their absence—were the key to the per- ceived success or failure of the government to 
justify its actions, argued Michalski and Gow (2007).

Nonetheless, one-way communications could become an opportunity for public diplomacy 
practitioners to turn monologue into a dialogue (Cowan and Arsenault 2008). In an increasingly 
complex and competitive transnation- al media environment, public diplomacy practitioners 
could use truthful albeit negative stories in the media as a way to build trust and credibility 
among international au- diences – without employing propaganda (Brown 2003).

Iconic Photographs

Hariman and Lucaites (2006, 2007) referred to the im- ages of the civilians in pain in Vietnam, a 
child eating ice cream cone in front of an American flag, and firefighters looking up at the flag 
raised at Ground Zero as iconic. Iconic images in Hariman and Lucaites are: (1) widely 
recognized, (2) understood to be representations of his- torically significant events, (3) inducing 
strong emotional identification or response, (4) used to orient the individ- ual within a context of 
collective identity and power; and (5) reproduced across a range of media, genres, or topics 
(2007, 27). “They have more than documentary value, for they bear witness to something that 
exceeds words” (Hariman and Lucaites 2007, 1).

Hariman and Lucaites also identified five “vectors of influence” for photojournalism and iconic 
photographs: (1) reproducing ideology, (2) communicating social knowledge, (3) shaping 
collective memory, (4) model- ing citizenship, and (5) providing figural resources for 
communication action (2007, 9). In this study, we use Hariman and Lucaites’s definition, along 
with some re- cent photography books (Carter 2008; Hilfiger and Lois 2007), as benchmarks to 



describe as “iconic America” those images of the United States and its people that seem to 
transcend genres, generations and borders and repre- sent certain aspects of U.S. identity—as 
perceived by our participants.

METHOD

The Q sample came from a concourse that included im- ages published online in July and August 
2008. Public di- plomacy images were downloaded from the photo gallery of the U.S. 
Department of State’s website www.america. gov. Media images were selected from U.S. and 
non-U.S. news/wire services such as Associated Press (AP, www. associatedpress.com), Getty 
Images ( www.gettyimages. com), Reuters (www.reuters.com), Agence France-Pres- se (AFP, 
France, www.afp.com), All Africa Global Me- dia (Mauritius, www.allafrica.com), Australian 
Associ- ated Press (AAP, www.aap.com.au), Emirates Business 24|7 (UAE, 
www.business24-7.ae), RIA Novosti (Russia, www.rian.ru, www.visualrian.com), and Xinhua 
(China, www.xinhua.org, www.chinaview.cn, www.photomall. info).

The photos were organized into seven categories, each consisting of six images:

1) Pop culture (i.e., Walt Disney and Mickey Mouse; actors Angelina Jolie and Jack Black; Elvis 
Presley; Ella Fitzgerald; pop band Pussycat Dolls; and rapper/actor Ice-T);

2) Business (i.e., Starbucks; Chevron; Ford; Apple; NYSE; and McDonald’s);

3) People and sports (i.e., man in fish market holding lobster; boy in wheelchair; 4th of July 
parade scene; St. Louis Cardinals’ first baseman Albert Pujols; tennis star Serena Williams; and 
Nathan’s hotdog eating contest winner Joey Chestnut);

4) Landmarks and monuments (i.e., Utah Monument Valley; Hollywood sign; Cherry Blossoms 
in Washington DC with Jefferson and Washington Monuments; Neil Armstrong on the Moon; 
Statue of Liberty; and Mark Twain Book and Gift Shop in Hannibal Missouri);

5) Conflict (i.e., Abu Ghraib; Guantanamo; US military on the streets of Iraq; US military and 
Iraqi translator; US soldier taking cover from enemy fire; and Iraqi girl standing in front of US 
military personnel);

6) Politicians (i.e., person holding “Obama for Kanzler” poster in Germany; then presidential 
candidate Barak Obama; Mexican and US governors including Arnold Schwarzenegger; then 
First lady Laura Bush in Ghana; President Bush and Liberian President; and Presidents Clinton 
and Putin);

7) Pro- or anti-American demonstrations (i.e., a Hamas fighter burning US flag; anti-Bush poster 
in Europe; two people wearing suits made with US dollars/wearing US flag hats/drinking from 
McDonalds cups; “Thank-you Bush” placard
in Liberia; “Thank-you U.S.A.” placard in the Czech Republic,” and man carrying US 
humanitarian aid box).
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A convenience, non-probability sample of 33 indi- viduals was recruited at a large Northeastern 
university. A call for volunteers was published in the weekly news- letter distributed among both 
undergraduate and gradu- ate international students. Interested respondents replied by email to 
one of the authors and were invited to take part in a Q session. Eleven male and 22 female 
students, ranging in age from 18 to 45 years old, volunteered for the study. Participants 
represented 20 countries including Afghanistan, China, Colombia, Czech Republic, France, 
Guatemala, India, Iran, Japan, Kazakhstan, Korea, Mol- dova, Peru, Poland, Romania, 
Singapore, Spain, Sweden, Uganda, and the United Kingdom.

Four small-group and five individual Q sessions were conducted in October-December 2008. 
Participants were asked to sort the 42 images from (-4) “those that make me feel bad about the 
United States,” to (4) “those that make me feel good about the United States” in the following 
distribution:

Score -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 Frequency 3 4 5 6 6 6 5 4 3 The completed Q sorts were correlated and factor 
ana- lyzed using centroid extraction and rotated to simplest structure with PCQ, a Q analysis software 
program (Stricklin 2006).

RESULTS

Two factors emerged from the subsequent correlation and factor analysis of the 33 Q sorts. 
Twenty-seven partici- pants were significantly loaded on Factor A. Twenty-one participants were 
significantly loaded on Factor B. This adds to more than 33 because of confounded Q sorts. The 
factors are highly correlated (r = .71) and we considered a one-factor solution. However, the 
reason for the high cor- relation seems to be the striking similarity in each factors sorting of the 
negative end of the Q sort—that is, “What makes you feel bad about the United States.” Our 
two- factor solution, while maintaining the negative consensus items, also reveals differences 
between factors on “What makes you feel good about the United States.” Therefore, we opted for 
a two-factor solution to tease out these dif- ferences (and subsequently point to our next research 
project). Let’s start by analyzing the negative consensus items.

Negative Consensus Items

All six of the “conflict” images were negative consensus items as indicated below (scores in 
parenthesis for Fac- tors A and B, respectively):

(-4, -4) 25. Abu Ghraib
(-4, -4) 26. Guantanamo
(-4, -3) 28. US soldier taking cover from enemy fire (-3, -3) 27. US military patrolling streets in 
Iraq
(-3, -4) 29. Iraqi girl standing in front of US military

personnel
(-3, -3) 30. US military and Iraqi translator



Clearly, both factors indicated that the conflict images make them feel bad about the United 
States. This is fairly consistent with the literature (Michalski and Gow 2007; Nye 2004). These 
images (e.g., Abu Ghraib and Guanta- namo) are not only the images that made headlines and 
generated considerable discussion in the news media but also became the focus of some 
academic research in mass communication and on U.S. reputation.

Our participants indicated that these images depicted “violence,” “hypocrisy,” “disregard for 
human rights,” “imperialism,” “American bringing terrible wars to the world,” “that it is sad to 
see the pictures about wars started by the U.S... can’t believe they did that,” “the U.S. is acting 
like the owner of the world,” “Guantanamo pictures represent the worst of America, what 
happens when you scare people,” “shows people too young to go to war,” “getting involved in 
too many issues around the world,” “pictures indicate the U.S. is terrible country that pressures 
people abroad,” “the war and their torture tac- tics appall me.”

Despite the strong negative consensus on the “con- flict” images, the positively scored images 
helped differ- entiate the two factors and their perspectives.

Factor A: Iconic America

The ultimate symbol of American liberty, freedom and justice (i.e., the Statue of Liberty), and the 
ultimate il- lustration of American innovation, determination and “can-do” spirit, (i.e., the moon 
landing) are what make Factor A respondents feel good about America. Factor A respondents 
went out of their way to score the image of Neil Armstrong setting foot on the Sea of Tranquility 
and the image of the Statue of Liberty at the most positive end of their Q sorts (scores in 
parentheses for Factors A and B, respectively):

(4, 0) 34. Neil Armstrong on the Moon (4, 1) 36. Statue of Liberty

Further evidence of the appeal of iconic American im- ages for Factor A can be seen in the 
positive scoring of other national monuments (scores in parentheses for Fac- tors A and B, 
respectively):

(3, 3) 31. Jefferson and Washington Monuments (2, 3) 35. Utah Monument Valley

Additionally, Factor A scored such famous Americans as Mark Twain and Walt Disney quite 
high. One could ar- gue that these people are, in fact, iconic American figures (scores in 
parentheses for Factors A and B, respectively):

(3, 4) 32. Mark Twain Book and Gift Shop in Hannibal Missouri

(3, 4) 7. Walt Disney and Mickey Mouse

At first, we were confused by the high scoring of one image—i.e., a boy in the wheelchair 
(scores in parenthe-for all Factors A and B, respectively)—because we did not think this photo fit 
the Iconic America category:



(4, 3) 17. Boy in wheelchair

We asked participants and other international visitors about why this image might make one feel 
good about America. It is viewed as a symbol of respect and civil rights for people with 
disabilities. One person said, “Dis- abled people have much more opportunities and support in 
the US than in most places around the world.” Other participants also indicated that America 
treats people with disabilities better than do most other countries and this made them feel good 
about America.

Other positively scored and differentiating items for Factor A were the pictures of Laura Bush in 
Ghana and two pro-American rallies (scores in parentheses for Fac- tors A and B, respectively):

(3, -2) 23. Laura Bush in Ghana
(2, -2) 42. Thank-you U.S. placard in the Czech

Republic
(1, -2) 41. Thank-you Bush placard in Liberia

These images underscore America’s traditional and public diplomacy, and its positive 
involvement around the world. One participant framed it as “helping” devel- oping countries.

To summarize, Factor A participants highlight the classic iconic images as what makes them feel 
good about America. They also associate other national monu- ments and famous Americans 
with positive feelings. And finally, this Factor responds favorably to the public diplo- macy 
images of America.

Factor B: Anti-Government / Pro-Celebrity

Along with rejecting all the “conflict” images, Factor B participants also rejected most of the 
images depicting U.S. diplomacy and public diplomacy (i.e., Laura Bush in Ghana, and thank-
you placards in the Czech Repub- lic and in Liberia). These were the images that factor A 
pointed to as America “helping” developing countries or positive involvement (please see 
above). In addition, Factor B participants scored other U.S. diplomacy im- ages lower than did 
Factor A respondents (scores in pa- rentheses for Factors A and B, respectively):

(-1, -3) 22. President Bush and Liberian President (-1, -2) 37. Man carrying U.S. aid box

Factor B participants find almost any depiction of U.S.

government’s traditional and public diplomacy insincere, hypocritical and tied to imperialism. 
Some Factor B par- ticipants indicated that President Bush “pretends” to care and associate him 
with war and torture. One person said, “I don’t like seeing some people in poor countries waving 
U.S. flags just because of small help while U.S. is sack- ing their resources and acting like the 
owner of world.”



Factor B participants put a positive emphasis on en- tertainment personalities. Similar to Factor 
A, Factor B participants scored high Walt Disney and Mark Twain. But in addition to those two 
personalities, Factor B also scored music legends Elvis Presley and Ella Fitzgerald very high 
(scores in parentheses for Factors A and B, re- spectively):

(1, 4) 10. Elvis Presley (0, 3) 12. Ella Fitzgerald

Additionally, celebrities from other fields, such as film and sports, were also scored somewhat 
high by Factor B participants (scores in parentheses for Factors A and B, respectively):

(-1. 2) 8. Angelina Jolie and Jack Black
(2, 2) 18. Tennis star Serena Williams
(1, 1) 16. St. Louis Cardinals first baseman

Albert Pujols

In summary, unlike Factor A, Factor B responds un- favorably to the images associated with the 
government, finding them insincere and hypocritical. Celebrities from music, to film and to 
sports evoke positive feelings of America for Factor B participants.

CONCLUSION

We sought to explore the extent to which visual images impact individuals’ perceptions, attitudes 
and opinions about the United States. We did not provide captions or news stories: Participants 
responded to the image alone supporting the idea that picture is a story in and of itself (Hariman 
and Lucaites 2007). Although every viewer evaluated the same images in a different fashion, 
their responses were not necessarily unique.

As we expected, the images of Abu Ghraib, conflict and war triggered negative feelings toward 
the United States (Michalski and Gow 2007; Nye 2004). Neverthe- less, the reaction to some 
other images was less predict- able. It may seem that photos depicting U.S. government aid for 
developing countries or humanitarian involve- ment would be good images to use in public 
diplomacy efforts. One might expect those images would make people feel good about the 
United States. However, for some respondents these types of pictures represented govern- ment’s 
hypocrisy rather than sincere intent. This is ob- viously not the message a public diplomacy 
practitioner wants to convey.

It appears harder to predict positively viewed images of a country. For example, in our study 
some respondents focused on national monuments and others focused on celebrities – but not all 
monuments and not all celebrities. Additionally, the picture of a boy in wheelchair scored high 
for all respondents.

Media rarely cover positive news. Negative news is often accompanied by photos illustrating the 
story. Thus, there is a scarcity of positive images in the media. As a re- sult, public diplomacy 
sources are often the only supplier of positive visual images about a country. This suggests that, 



perhaps, despite the widely accepted assumption (Cowan and Arsenault 2008; Michalski and 
Gow 2007) public diplomacy practitioners might have certain control in the marketplace of 
images. Although one might expect that any positive images originating from public diplo- macy 
sources would be perceived as propaganda, our study found that this is not necessarily the case. 
Some au- diences seem to be comfortable with the source of images that makes them feel good 
about this country being its government. We believe this finding is worth exploring further. 
Although public diplomacy practitioners may not be able to control the negative or even positive 
images, having a handle on what images evoke positive and what images evoke negative feelings 
toward one’s country would enhance their efforts.
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