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Abstract 

Across the globe, many countries operate state-owned utilities that function both 

domestically and internationally, traditionally relying on military strength and economic 

influence. However, the notion of "Soft Power," a term coined by Joseph Nye in his seminal 

work "Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power" (Basic Books, 1990), has 

increasingly come to the forefront. This evolution underscores the necessity for nations to adapt 

to the changing dynamics of the global landscape and the emerging world order. Soft power, 

characterized by its ability to secure a country's policy objectives through the voluntary 

cooperation of others, has been acknowledged for its strategic value. In recognition of this, 

numerous nations have focused on bolstering their soft power capabilities. Beyond scholarly 

inquiry, there have been initiatives to quantify and benchmark soft power impacts among 

countries, leading to the creation of various soft power indices that evaluate its key components. 

Keywords: Soft Power, hard power, international relations, state, foreign policy 

 

Introduction 

Introduced by Nye in 2017, the notion of soft power refers to the capacity of a nation to 

secure its objectives through appeal and persuasion rather than by force or financial incentives. It 

plays a pivotal role in shaping international affairs, influencing the actions and preferences of 

other nations via cultural, political, and economic avenues (Shang, 2023). Notably, the United 

States exemplifies the global projection of its cultural and value systems, while China's Belt and 

Road Initiative showcases its endeavor to extend its economic influence (Yapici, 2015). 

Nevertheless, the utility of soft power in fulfilling foreign policy ambitions is subject to certain 

constraints. Predicated on non-tangible assets like culture and political ideologies, soft power 

may not always lead to direct, measurable outcomes (Shang, 2023). Moreover, its efficacy is 

contingent upon a nation's hard power and financial capabilities (Yavuzaslan & Cetin, 2016). 

Hence, while soft power constitutes a crucial element in international diplomacy, its 
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effectiveness is moderated by various determinants and needs to be weighed against other forms 

of power (Shang, 2023). 

Delving into the nuances of global dynamics necessitates an analysis centered on power-

based politics within the international realm. Power, as a foundational element, permeates 

through the theoretical underpinnings of international relations. Countries strive to formulate 

power-centric policies that resonate with their national interests, prompting them to explore 

innovative strategies across different spheres to affirm their influence. Historical narratives 

highlight that the underpinnings of soft power have been leveraged by several major empires 

throughout history. Nonetheless, it was not until the 1990s that the term "soft power" was 

explicitly coined and defined as a unique concept by Joseph Nye in his influential work "Bound 

to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power" (1990). Soft power introduces an alternative 

facet to traditional power paradigms, offering nations a strategic framework to assert their 

influence subtly and without coercion. This research seeks to delve deeper into the essence of 

soft power, scrutinizing its impacts through the lens of established soft power indices and 

quantitative analyses, to gauge its significance and operational effectiveness. 

 

The Notion of Soft Power 

Before delving into Joseph Nye's concept of "soft power," introduced in 1990 by the 

Harvard University political science professor and U.S. international security expert, it's 

pertinent to first understand the broader notion of "power." Nye sought to define power in its 

simplest form as the capacity to influence others' behavior to achieve desired outcomes (Nye, 

2003). Niccolò Machiavelli, in his 1532 work "The Prince," emphasized the primacy of power 

and state security, advocating for power acquisition by any means necessary, a stance often 

criticized as Machiavellian (Ari, 2001). 

Throughout history, states have endeavored to wield their power effectively to achieve 

their objectives. The conceptualization of power has evolved, moving beyond tangible resources 

like land and population to encompass various dimensions (Lord, 2006). The traditional 

assessment of power based on physical attributes has been challenged by the dynamic nature of 

international relations (Brown & Ainley, 2007), leading to a shift towards strategies that 

emphasize diplomacy and partnerships over coercion. 

The discipline of international relations, particularly through the lenses of realism and 

liberalism, offers diverse interpretations of power. Realists like Morgenthau (1962) view power 

as control over others' actions and thoughts, while liberals perceive it as the ability to achieve 
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outcomes that would be impossible under ordinary circumstances (Keohane & Nye, 1989). 

Despite different perspectives, the essence of power remains consistent across these schools of 

thought. 

Historically, the balance of power aimed to prevent wars by discouraging unilateral 

efforts to alter the status quo (Polanyi, 2009). Military capability was once the primary indicator 

of a state's power (Taylor, 1954). Maintaining a ready and robust military force is crucial for any 

nation, reflecting the longstanding emphasis on military power. 

However, a deeper analysis reveals distinctions between power sources (tangible vs. 

intangible) and methods of application (hard vs. soft power). States possess both concrete 

resources, like geography and population, and abstract qualities, such as national morale and 

diplomatic skill (Gonlubol, 2000). Over time, it has become clear that tangible resources alone 

do not fully encapsulate a country's power potential. Influencing global agendas and winning 

foreign public opinion are equally vital. 

Nye (2005) classified power into military, economic, and soft categories, with soft power 

encompassing a nation's cultural, historical, and social attributes (Table 1). Soft power, 

according to Nye, is the ability to attract and co-opt rather than coerce, shaping others' 

preferences in favor of a country's aims. This form of power has gained prominence, with 

countries like the United States leveraging it to enhance their global influence, as seen in 

initiatives like the Beijing Olympics, underscoring the ongoing relevance and importance of soft 

power in contemporary international relations (Uzer, 2013). 

 

 

 

Table 1: Categorization of Power within the International Hierarchy 

 

Power Types Behaviors Basic Tools Government Policies 

Military Power Coercion Threat Coercive diplomacy 

 Deterrence Force War 

 Protection Alliance  

Economic 

Power 

Encouragement Money-making Help 

 Coercion Investment Bribery 
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Soft Power Admirableness Values, culture Public diplomacy 

 Creating agenda Policies Bilateral and multilateral 

diplomacy 

  Institutions  

Source: Nye (2005) 

 

The Drivers and Consequences of Utilizing Soft Power 

The utilization of soft power has long been a strategic component in shaping the policies 

of nations, with its roots traceable back to Machiavelli's era, approximately 500 years ago. 

Machiavelli's advice to Italian princes—that instilling fear is preferable to being loved, 

suggesting that any means to an end are justified—highlights an early recognition of power's role 

in governance, albeit in a form contrasting with modern interpretations of soft power. 

Historically, states have leveraged their military might to secure against threats and achieve 

desired outcomes, a practice that persists. Economic strength, too, has served as a 

straightforward, albeit often transient, method of exerting influence. 

Soft power's appeal lies in its ability to achieve broader, more enduring goals compared 

to the often immediate but short-lived impacts of hard power. In a global economy, the use of 

hard power can inadvertently hinder a country's economic objectives, deterring the capital flow 

essential in a globalized market (Friedman, 1999). Conversely, soft power initiatives can 

positively influence economic frameworks, impacting aspects like production technology, 

organizational models, management science, branding, and innovation (Li et al., 2012). 

Soft power manifests through various channels, including education, arts, sports, and 

cinema, as well as through influential leaders and political regimes. The global fascination with 

American culture and Hollywood exemplifies soft power's capacity to generate interest and 

curiosity worldwide. 

 

Attributes and Metrics of Soft Power 

Joseph Nye (2010) likens power in the international arena to holding a royal flush in a 

poker game. The effectiveness of this power, he argues, hinges on the proper evaluation and use 

of one's cards, cautioning against the pitfalls of bluffing and cheating, which can lead to loss or 

failure to achieve desired outcomes. He introduces soft power as a passive form of power, where 

the influenced countries are drawn to the moral values, prosperity, or culture of the influencing 
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nation, often without realizing they are being influenced. Soft power operates not through direct 

application but by inspiring voluntary change in behavior. 

Power in the context of international relations and political science is multifaceted, 

extending beyond a singular dimension. It encompasses the possession of resources such as 

population, natural resources, land, military and economic capabilities, and political stability. 

While tangible assets like tanks, artillery, and aircraft are quantifiable, soft power and other 

abstract resources present challenges in measurement, being inherently relative and varying 

significantly between countries. What may be advantageous for one nation could be detrimental 

for another, with each country's unique belief systems and values shaping its political culture 

and, consequently, its power. 

The support or dissent of a community towards government policies also plays a crucial 

role in determining a nation's power. Unity or division within a country regarding territorial 

integrity, sovereignty, social, and economic disparities, and ideological consensus are critical 

factors influencing a country's strength. 

Soft power elements and tools typically include a country's media, culture, art, science, 

sports, and education systems (Nye, 2005). The efficacy of these elements in sustaining global 

policies highlights the importance of soft power resources unique to each nation, upon which 

tailored soft power strategies are developed (Nye, 2003). 

According to Nye (2005), soft power rests on three primary sources: culture, which can 

be highly attractive to others; political values; and foreign policy initiatives. For soft power to be 

effective, the culture and political values projected must resonate both domestically and 

internationally. The success of soft power strategies is contingent upon the perceived 

reasonableness, legitimacy, and morality of a country's foreign policy. 

The discourse on soft power includes various definitions and elements, with this article 

contributing to the dialogue by exploring the "soft power index," which assesses the impact of 

soft power based on specific valuation criteria and resources. This discussion underscores the 

nuanced and complex nature of soft power in shaping international relations. 

 

Conclusion 

In summary, Joseph Nye's introduction of the soft power concept significantly enriches 

our understanding of how influence operates within the realm of international relations. It marks 

a shift from the conventional view of power, which prioritizes military and economic might, to 

one that values the influence of culture, values, and ideals. This exploration has illuminated soft 
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power as an indirect yet potent force in the domain of global politics, leveraging the allure of a 

nation's cultural, political, and economic offerings without resorting to force. Soft power hinges 

on the willing adoption of a nation's values and the alignment of interests. 

Moreover, this article has shed light on the nuanced nature of power, extending its 

definition to include not only tangible assets but also intangible aspects such as ideologies and 

political ethos. The effectiveness of soft power is linked to how well a nation's cultural and value 

systems resonate across borders. 

Soft power manifests through diverse platforms like media, culture, arts, science, sports, 

and education, with each country bringing its unique assets to bear on its international 

engagements. This discussion has also touched upon the key sources of soft power as outlined by 

Nye—culture, political values, and foreign policies—and their critical alignment for effective 

soft power strategies. 

As the global scene evolves, the relevance of soft power as a strategic tool for 

international influence remains undiminished. It underscores the importance of not just resource 

accumulation but also the capacity to win hearts and minds, fostering shared goals and values. 

As countries maneuver through the complexities of today's world, grasping and leveraging soft 

power's essence becomes paramount in their diplomatic strategies. Here are a few notable 

examples, emphasizing how countries have leveraged their cultural, political, and diplomatic 

strengths to influence global affairs: 

China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI): China has continued to expand its Belt and 

Road Initiative, aiming to enhance global trade and stimulate economic growth across Asia, 

Africa, and Europe through the development of infrastructure projects like roads, railways, and 

ports. This initiative is a cornerstone of China's soft power strategy, aiming to build positive 

relationships and economic interdependence with over 60 countries. 

South Korea's Cultural Export: The global popularity of South Korean culture, 

especially K-pop (with groups like BTS and BLACKPINK) and Korean dramas, has 

significantly boosted South Korea's soft power. The Korean Wave, or Hallyu, has not only 

increased the country's cultural export but has also enhanced its international image, promoting 

its language, fashion, and cuisine worldwide. 

European Union's Green Diplomacy: The European Union has positioned itself as a 

leader in the fight against climate change, with the European Green Deal aiming to make Europe 

the first climate-neutral continent by 2050. This commitment to environmental sustainability and 

the promotion of green technologies have enhanced the EU's soft power, setting a standard for 
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global environmental governance. 

Japan's Olympic Diplomacy: Despite the challenges posed by the COVID-19 

pandemic, Japan's hosting of the Tokyo 2020 Olympics (held in 2021 due to the pandemic) 

showcased its cultural appeal and technological prowess to the world. The event was an 

opportunity for Japan to reinforce its reputation as a leader in innovation and a promoter of 

global peace and unity through sports. 

Canada's Immigration Policy: Canada's open and welcoming immigration policy has 

enhanced its international image as an inclusive and diverse society. By prioritizing skilled 

immigrants and refugees, Canada has utilized soft power to build a multicultural society that 

values tolerance and diversity, attracting global talent and promoting its values on the 

international stage. 
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