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Introduction
A country’s security, prosperity and influence all come from a combination of hard power
capability - a strong, modern military, a robust and open economy and a significant aid
programme - and the attraction, trust, familiarity and resulting willingness to collaborate that
comes from a state’s soft power. A country’s national power should be greater than the sum
of its multiple hard and soft components. Soft power both enables and legitimises a state’s
hard power, providing vital reputational resilience. The UK’s international credibility and
capacity to effect change - whether that’s persuading other countries to take multilateral
action in a humanitarian crisis, agreeing to collective targets for reducing carbon emissions,
signing a trade deal or deterring rivals from hostile acts - depends on its soft power. It
depends on being perceived as a force for good in the world and a credible, reliable and
generous partner focused on the common good rather than narrow self-interest.
The UK’s international reputation and leading position in soft power will be vital assets as it
charts a new course in its foreign policy at a time of rapid and major change in the
international order. Power is shifting towards the fast-rising economies in Asia and Africa.
Meanwhile, scientific and technological innovation is reshaping the fundamental parameters
of every aspect of modern life, including the economy, defence and security, and is
empowering transnational and non-state actors. In this new context, soft power – especially
the ability to build networks and alliances, to promote cooperation and collaboration, to
understand and connect with different peoples and societies, and to maintain a competitive
edge in science and technology – will be critical to maintaining a country’s security,
prosperity and influence. Leading soft power scholar Joseph S. Nye succinctly summarised
this point in a recent article: “In this new world, networks and connectedness become an
important source of power and security. In a world of growing complexity, the most
connected states are the most powerful”1.
To have soft power as a nation is to be trusted, attractive and positively engaged with other
countries, and the influence and ties it brings will protect both sides’ security and provide
economic opportunities. Building trust is often seen to be the direct goal of Cultural Relations
Institutions, including the British Council2, and an integral component of ideas of social
capital3. The creation of cross-border trust and international opportunities can be seen
as contributing to the creation of international social capital.
British Council research4 also shows that involvement in cultural relations is associated with
higher levels of trust in the UK. This matters, because trust has a key economic role in
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reducing transaction costs5; because trust is also related to cultural distance, and a
decrease in cultural distance increases a country’s relative attractiveness and trade and
FDI 67; and because bilateral trust promotes exports and FDI8.
All this suggests that continuing to build trust internationally needs a central place in UK
foreign policy. ‘Cultural relations’ is the process of building friendly connections,
understanding and trust between people in different countries through arts and culture,
education and language. The British Council is uniquely positioned, as a key part of the
FCDO family, but acting as an operationally independent ALB, to deliver soft power benefits
through cultural relations in a value-added way for the UK. Through its network, reach and
on-the-ground expertise in over 100 countries, working for and with all parts of the UK, the
British Council delivers influence, attraction and global co-operation for the UK through its
programmes in English, education and the arts. This means more people trust the UK,
choose to do business with, visit and study in the UK and learn our language, study for our
world class qualifications and connect with our values.
1. What are the key opportunities, challenges, threats and vulnerabilities facing the
UK now? (Submissions focusing on rapidly evolving areas such as science,
technology, data, cyber, and space are particularly welcome.)
The UK’s soft power advantage: In a multi-polar world, the UK will be reliant on
international alliances and networks to advance its prosperity and security and address
global challenges. Given its reputation as an open and tolerant society which acts as a
‘global force for good’ the UK currently enjoys strong levels of trust and attractiveness
internationally9. This creates an opportunity for the UK to build on its international
relationships and more actively champion the values it is seen as representing, whether
through encouraging adherence to rules-based international systems in multilateral
institutions or through supporting collective action on issues such as climate change,
COVID-19, women’s rights and education, and technology governance. As an open and
democratic society10, the UK has real strength in its independent institutions and private
companies with world-wide brand recognition. The UK’s civil, cultural and educational
institutions are highly trusted and respected as partners and examples.
However, the positive, overall perception of the UK hides variations across regions and
countries, with the UK performing better in the Commonwealth and the developing world and
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weaker in the EU and developed world11. The quality of UK science and research, expertise
and levels of Government investment in R&D provides a strong starting point for the UK to
leverage more influence12 and enhanced partnerships in the future for prosperity and
economic purposes, as well as related to its security.
It must also be recognised that the gap between the soft power front runners is narrowing.
Nations like France, Germany, Russia, Japan, the Republic of Korea and China have been
investing more as a proportion of GDP and population than the UK in projecting themselves
internationally and place ‘soft power’ prominently in their international strategies. The UK is
very much first amongst equals and there is a very real risk that complacency could see the
UK fall behind, losing the advantages in terms of influence and foreign direct investment that
have come from its soft power edge over its rivals.13
Development and growing inequalities: The rapid growth of economies in Asia and Africa
is creating a new dynamic middle class that wants to engage with the world and make
change in their own communities. Many of them see the English language, UK qualifications,
and higher education as a route to success; as an upwardly mobile class, they also have a
strong appetite for international trade, travel and cultural activities. The UK has significant
ability to engage this young influential sector of society, to create the connections and
networks that will benefit British influence and business over the long-term14.
Economic growth is unevenly spread and in many parts of the world the conditions for
instability are growing15. Rising inequalities, mass unemployment, social divisions and the
curtailing of human rights remain among the grand challenges of our time and a profound
cause for concern, creating a particular threat in places at risk of slipping into conflict and
civil unrest. These vulnerabilities dramatically reduce opportunities for developing mutually
beneficial economic and social partnerships and can be exploited by hostile actors
propagating divisive ‘us vs them’ narratives which can further destabilise societies. For the
most marginalised communities, access to education is another challenge16.
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English and its role in UK soft power and global prosperity: Sharing a common
language matters for trust1718; and the UK is in a unique position in its ability to overcome
trade and investment barriers related to language. Despite developments in AI and digital
translation, this special role of English and the continuing demand for it internationally is a
significant opportunity for the UK. The above-average impact of English - compared to any
other common language - on bilateral trade and FDI is clear from research and academic
literature1920.
An increased level of English has an effect over and above the sharing of a common
language and has strong and statistically significant effect on bilateral trade flows: “the effect
on trade of a 20 percent increase in the product of TOEFL scores is roughly equivalent in
magnitude to the effect of sharing a native language” 21. 22￼ find that English-speaking
countries within the OECD enjoy benefits that come from the English language. Within their
model, a variable for the ‘English Language’ is statistically significant and positive for
both outward and inward FDI, even when the effects of a common language are included in
the model.
We also know that an increase in the level of English as a second language has a
disproportionate impact on trade. Hutchinson,23 using data from the USA, concludes
that countries with both a higher share of first language English speakers and of second
language English speakers will have higher levels of trade with the USA. The results indicate
English as a second language has a larger influence on trade for both imports and exports
than English as a first language - English spoken as a second language increases
trade flows 1.3 times more for exports and 1.75 times more for imports compared to the
proportion who speak English as a first language.

2. What are the key global and domestic trends affecting UK international policy
and national security out to 2030, and how should the government prioritise its
efforts in response to these?
Geopolitics: The UK will need to invest heavily in building its alliances and networks across
government, business and civil society in the Indo-Pacific region. A focus on building longterm, mutually beneficial and trust-based relationships with the peoples and elites of major
powers China, Japan, India, South Korea and the emerging economies of south-east Asia,
will benefit the UK and should be favoured over a more short-term approach focussed purely
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on transactional cooperation on specific issues. The UK has an opportunity to harness the
soft power that it enjoys with China and its connections with the Chinese people, through its
links in education, language, governance and culture, to mitigate potential tensions24 and
maintain mutually beneficial relationships25.
The transition to a more multipolar world will likely see increasing challenge to the rulesbased international system from authoritarian states26. As a key proponent and beneficiary of
that system and UNSC permanent member, the UK will need to continue to champion the
values which underpin it, such as equality, inclusion, human rights, freedom of expression
and enterprise. It will need to act as well as speak values through its international
engagement and look for innovative new approaches to building consensus on tackling
shared global challenges27.
Conflict and fragility: The risk of conflict and unrest in the most unstable regions of the
world looks set to increase amid rising international tensions, the weakening of the
international order and chronic fragility exacerbated by the fallout from COVID-1928.
Vulnerable countries will need to defend themselves from hybrid warfare and influencing
operations which seek to create instability by exploiting internal divisions. The UK will need
to support these countries through an integrated response, combining hard power
capabilities with soft power approaches in humanitarian and development aid. This should
include significant investment in the human and social capital of countries, so that societies
have the resilience to manage shocks and changes peacefully.
The 4th industrial revolution, and the role of UK’s creative and knowledge sectors in
supporting prosperity: Having led the world in the First and Second Industrial Revolutions
before losing momentum in the Third, the UK can’t afford to be left in the wake of other
countries in the Fourth Industrial Revolution. This matters for perceptions of the UK as a
global leader and influencer and matters more for the future success of the UK economy.
Science and innovation will be central in underpinning our economic development and still
has further potential for enhancing the UK’s reputation in the world29. To be successful in
enhancing its science and innovation efforts, the UK Government needs to both invest in and
attract the best intellectual and business talent from around the world - including from
Europe - and to build the research and innovation partnerships needed to tackle global
challenges. Considering this, there is a case for raising R&D investment to at least 3% of
GDP to bring us in line with key competitors and make us the partner of choice among
24
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strategically important countries and regions30. Further, the geostrategic challenges of the
21st century, whether in cybersecurity, climate change or the renewed Space Race, demand
an ambitious response from the UK31.
While the English language is still much in demand worldwide and brings the UK commercial
and engagement opportunities, one consequence of its ubiquity is that too many Britons are
monolingual in a bi- or multi-lingual world. This threatens to hinder UK efforts to enhance
productivity and pursue an export-led economy. Addressing this problem will be central to
helping young people across the whole of the UK reach their potential and secure good jobs
in a global economy, where they will be competing against highly educated, interculturally
literate and multilingual peers from Europe and East Asia32.
The UK’s cultural and educational institutions and sectors both face significant challenges in
terms of their funding and business models, exacerbated by the COVID-19 epidemic. In
setting future strategy and resource allocations it is imperative that Government considers
both the domestic and international uses and benefits of its independent cultural and
educational institutions. Creating the conditions for our independent institutions to succeed
needs to be at the centre of Government policy. Not doing so has the potential to harm not
just the UK public and weaken sectors that support our domestic economy, but also to harm
the international networks and partnerships these institutions possess.
3. What are the key steps the UK should take to maximise its resilience to natural
hazards and malicious threats? How can we build a whole of society approach to
tackle these challenges?
Regarding countries at risk of conflict and civil unrest, the UK’s priority should be to help
countries become more adaptable and resilient. This supports the resilience of the UK by
reducing the risk of cross-border threats. Equally as important, by earning trust and a
reputation for cooperation in advance, the UK can collaborate with allies and those we may
otherwise compete with to solve global challenges that impact on the UK. Traditional
international approaches to conflict prevention, conflict resolution and post-conflict recovery
focus on security and diplomatic approaches and the reconstruction of physical
infrastructure. However, they can struggle to produce sustainable results because they fail to
take fully into account the human security angle. Various forms of social exclusion often sit
at the root of conflict and instability; therefore building human and social capital that leads to
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greater levels of human security and social stability should be integrated into the wider whole
of society approach, to ensure sustainable peace and help societies escape cycles of
fragility and conflict. The focus should be on young people and women and girls, some of the
most marginalised groups, giving them the skills to participate more fully in society and build
a more positive future.
Boosting UK research and innovation is key to addressing some of these challenges,
including through forging new research partnerships with the UK and building public trust in
science33. Supporting international partnerships and mobility between UK Higher Education
Institutions and counterparts overseas will be crucial for developing excellence in UK R&I
and attracting the best research and science talent from across the world into the UK.
Increasing public awareness, engagement and trust in science and research are critical to
building public support for measures to mitigate the effects of global risks such as
pandemics, antimicrobial resistance and climate change.
The UK can help build the resilience of young people to crisis and conflict by using its
resources in education and culture to foster a culture of open and inclusive dialogue, in place
of violence, and give young people the skills to influence decision-makers. It can help
provide opportunities to local communities for training and education, build individual skills
for employability and the community skills needed for post-conflict reconstruction34. It can
ensure access to quality education (formal and informal) for all, by creating opportunities for
women and girls to participate in society and the economy through educational and
capacity35
The UK can help societies improve their resilience to hostile propaganda and divisive
narratives by drawing on intercultural dialogue approaches and on contact theory36 to
provide cultural and educational exchange programmes37￼. The disruptive power of
misinformation and disinformation globally will continue to be a significant threat for the UK’s
security and there will be need for the UK, as a recognised world leader in media and
broadcasting, to be a force for good in this area and promote good practice internationally.
An intercultural approach to education connects individuals and the education system to
their wider social context and promotes a culture of dialogue, openness and diversity
throughout an education institution. In contexts where divided communities coexist, shared
educational and cultural activities can be effective in encouraging more favourable crossgroup attitudes if they are sustained over the long-term and have a structured approach.
Such approaches can help the UK find common ground with partners who do not share all
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our values and interests, to build the conditions for collaboration to address shared natural
hazards like global health or climate change.
4. What are the most effective ways for the UK to build alliances and soft power?
Both hard and soft power are vital to building alliances. A security partnership naturally
depends on partners’ military and intelligence capabilities, a trade deal on perceptions of the
hard economic benefits of engagement. But both also depend upon trusting that the parties
will act on their commitments. For example, 15% of young people who say they trust the UK
say they intend to do business or trade with the UK, compared to only 8% who say they
distrust the UK38. Soft power builds trust, enabling co-operation and collective action.
The UK’s soft power assets in culture, education, the creative industries, media, political and
legal systems, and the English Language should be used to demonstrate the attractiveness
of our open society and values and develop trust and confidence in the UK as an important
and reliable partner and ally. Crucial to this is growing the impact of the FCDO’s main soft
power ALB, the British Council, which connects and amplifies those assets, bringing together
its sector networks in the UK with its global reach of 790m people worldwide.
The UK Government needs to sustainably fund the British Council to continue delivering
effectively for the UK’s foreign policy interests, both in the short-term as its surplusgenerating activities recover from the impact of COVID-19, and for the longer-term in the
Comprehensive Spending Review. The relatively recent shift to almost all grant funding for
the British Council being ringfenced for ODA-eligible countries needs to be reversed if the
British Council is to be in a position to play its part in renewing relationships in the developed
world, especially in the EU but also in other advanced economies such as the USA39.
Cultural Relations: Cultural and educational exchange has a transformative impact on
perceptions of the UK over different areas beyond the obvious, for example cultural and
educational engagement with the UK increases interest in engaging through
business/trade40. Attracting future political and business leaders to the UK to have the
immersive experience of studying in the country is vital to the future success of the UK41.
While the UK is one of the most popular destinations for international students, the market is
increasingly, fiercely contested. The UK cannot afford to lose ground to its rivals, making the
recent reforms to the visa system around post-study work especially welcome. European
exchange and scientific co-operation schemes like Erasmus+ and Horizon 2020 have played
an important role in the UK’s soft power. It is in the UK’s national interest to continue to
participate in such programmes post-transition - particularly as they are expanding to include
many countries in East Asia, the Commonwealth and other key markets important to the
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UK’s future security and prosperity - while also exploring options for developing similar
programmes to engage further afield.
While the impact on perceptions is lower for arts and culture than for study, the numbers
involved are of a completely different magnitude42. Expanding the numbers who engage with
the UK’s cultural exports, and who learn the English language through digital and other
innovative platforms, has enormous potential to increase the UK’s international attraction
and trustworthiness in mass markets.
Attraction: The UK is the most attractive country in the G20, and this position is informed by
several drivers, the strongest being its ‘world-leading universities’ (+11%) and ‘world leading
science and technology’ (+9%). Both are also crucial to a state’s attractiveness as a place to
do business/trade (+12% and +18% respectively)43. Making the most of the UK’s research
and science base is a key challenge as the UK is perceived to be less strong in this area
than key competitors like the USA, Germany, China and Japan44. Sport also plays a unique
role in the UK’s international attractiveness, specifically in its attractiveness as a place to do
business and trade45. This attraction to the UK’s soft power assets means that there will be
significant value to invest in mobilising a much wider range of UK citizens, networks and
organisations to engage internationally as agents of soft power.
Infrastructure: Soft power works through networks with international soft power assets,
especially the diplomatic network and the British Council, which form the crucial
infrastructure for amplifying the attractive power of the country’s non-governmental sociocultural assets and creating the lasting, trust-based connections that encourage
collaboration. For example, 75% of people in our 2020 perception survey who had been
involved in a British Council programme said they trust the UK, compared with 64% who had
been involved in a non-British Council ‘cultural relations’ activity, and 49% who had never
been involved in a UK cultural relations activity. The activities of the British Council are
especially impactful on levels of trust in the UK government46. The British Council effectively
serves as broker – drawing on long-standing contacts and knowledge of local markets to
identify the most attractive and relevant UK assets, to engage target audiences, whether it is
‘high worth individuals’ or for mass market digital engagement.
The benefits of earning this trust can be leveraged further through a more coordinated and
effective use of data to build longer-term relationships with the millions of people globally
who benefit from the UK’s generosity through development assistance, education mobility
schemes, creative interaction, English language teaching, qualifications and wider
engagement. Through the development of secure platforms and incentives, individuals can
continue to engage with the UK at critical moments in their life journeys, which creates
opportunities for us to identify and engage with emerging leaders who may enable us to
secure the UK’s positions and interests.

The British Council’s most recent data from 2020 shows that on average 25% of young people say they have experienced
the arts and culture of the UK, versus 5% who have studied here and 6% who have done business/trade in the country.
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Raising global awareness of the UK’s scientific achievements is particularly challenging in the absence of high profile global
brands like Apple or Nintendo.
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Power. Accessible: https://www.britishcouncil.org/research-policy-insight/policy-reports/sources-soft-power
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On average trust in government stands at 67% for those that have been involved with a British Council programme versus
59% for those that have had a non-British Council cultural relations experience and just 46% who have had not had a cultural
relations experience with the UK.
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5. What changes are needed to Defence so that it can underpin the UK’s security and
respond to the challenges and opportunities we face? (Submissions focusing on
the changing character of warfare, broader concepts of deterrence, technological
advantage and the role of the Armed Forces in building national resilience are
particularly welcome.)
It is important to recognise that the UK’s security and prosperity is highly dependent upon
the resilience of other states and the global and regional infrastructure provided by the rules
based international system. As international relations scholars have emphasised, advancing
a state’s prosperity and security in the new world order requires an approach which thinks in
terms of exercising power with rather than over other countries47 and actors, and which
promotes genuine cooperation through principles of reciprocity and mutual benefit48. The UK
should do all it can to support international institutions like the World Health Organisation
and work multilaterally at both the regional and global level to ensure the global systems on
which we depend are robust and resilient. Domestic UK action on climate change is crucial –
leading by example to reduce carbon emissions gives the UK international influence and the
moral authority to persuade others to come together to do their part. Using the aid budget
and the UK’s military, economic and soft power to support other countries to build resilience
to both natural hazards and malicious threats directly impacts on the UK’s own security and
prosperity, whether it is mass migration resulting from desertification or the spread of
insurgent groups in zones of weak governance, what happens abroad touches all of us.
Against malicious threats effective hard power deterrence combined with confidence building
measures that open up dialogue and build trust and understanding remains a tried and
tested approach to countering threats from both state and non-state actors, even if the field
of operations has moved to the digital space and demands new technologies and
approaches.
Policymakers should consider placing human security and development at the centre of
defence policy. In a world where individual citizens are increasingly empowered and where
instability is often driven by a complex range of non-state actors and social, economic and
cultural factors, efforts to prevent and mitigate conflict require a ‘whole of society’ approach.
By ensuring people feel included in the system, human security and development increases
social stability and reduces the risk of unrest and conflict that requires military intervention.
Research carried out for the British Council by the Senator George J Mitchell Institute for
Peace, Security and Justice49 found that when incorporated as part of a wider set of policies,
education and cultural interventions can effectively build human and social capital,
encouraging young people towards positive pathways and building the shared values and
understandings that hold a society together. They should be particularly integrated into
approaches to support conflict prevention and post-conflict recovery. After civil conflict,
support to address educational inequalities between different groups and recognising
minority rights can help advance inclusion and trust in the system.
Development interventions should be context sensitive, informed by local knowledge and
delivered in partnership with national governments and other local actors. Policymakers
should expand their networks and sources of information beyond the economy and
government to take in developments in civil society and areas outside of the capital and
other main centres of power.
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6. How should the UK change its governance of international policy and national
security in order to seize future opportunities and meet future challenges?
(Submissions focusing on the engagement of an increasing range of stakeholders
while maintaining clear responsibility, accountability, and speed of action are
particularly welcome.)
Whether you use language like ‘smart power’ or a ‘full spectrum response’ or other
terminology there is no doubt that greater and more sophisticated co-ordination is needed
between the different international levers available to the UK today than in previous
decades. In the past, hard power interventions have all too frequently undermined years of
accumulated soft power. Building trust takes months and years but can be lost in minutes.
Intra-government co-ordination: Better strategic and operational co-ordination is required
between departments with international remits and between international and domestically
focused departments to make sure that domestic policy supports rather than undermines
international policy and vice versa. Greater consideration is needed as to the impact of
domestic affairs on the UK’s international reputation. Government should build in better
checks to ensure the international dimension of policy is properly factored into decision
making in departments like DfE, MoJ, DWP and above all the Home Office. Perceptions of
competence, fairness and justice, generosity and excellence matter, forming the foundation
of the UK’s reputational resilience50 which provides a cushion when things go awry51.
Bringing together the FCO and DFID has the potential to bring greater clarity to the UK’s
international engagement. Breaking down silos and using capabilities from each of the old
departments to support fresh thinking and ways of delivering will be vital to success. For
example, the UK has not done as much as it could with the foreign aid budget to empower
future leaders, entrepreneurs and professionals, through investment in tertiary education and
grants for small businesses in developing countries, despite the evident advantages of
empowering people to build enterprises and improve the lives of their fellow citizens. It will
be important to engage with a much wider range of future leaders, many of whom will sit
outside the traditional institutions or centres of power, and who may be leading on singleissue campaigns at the community level, such as immigration, climate change or
radicalisation. This approach has potentially significant longer-term impact for the UK’s
prosperity and security, however it would need new instruments and positioning to reach and
engage with this broader group.
Strategic co-ordination between Government and independent actors: Particularly in
the area of the UK’s influence and soft power, there is a need for more and higher quality
fora for independent stakeholders to interact with government, particularly in strategy
development. The UK is better plugged into international networks across sectors than most
and there is scope for getting more out of these networks, and the knowledge and insight
they offer. There is no single entity better placed than Government to convene this type of
interaction and take the lead strategic role for the whole of the UK in articulating an
overarching vision and long-term direction for the totality of UK impact internationally. In
order to achieve constructive engagement Government will need to resist the temptation to
50

We know from research among young people in the G20 that seeing the UK as open and welcoming, treating people fairly
and having a free justice system are key drivers of trust in the UK, which in turn shapes behaviour, impacting decisions on
business, study, tourism and other areas vital to the success of the UK plc. See: British Council. (2018) The value of trust: how
trust is earned and why it matters. Accessible: https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/the_value_of_trust.pdf
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Windrush; the treatment of asylum seekers; and negative perceptions of the UK response to COVID-19 all have an effect on
the credibility of the UK as it seeks to position itself as a fair, open and stable country and desirable partner in the eyes of
others. Therefore, having a reservoir of good will and trust stored up is so important.

try and direct operational activity and accept that independent institutions work to their own
organisational purpose and objectives52.
Enhancing and joining up communications: The UK needs to be better at
communicating. Traditional diplomacy is as relevant as ever, but the digital space is the new
frontier and effective engagement on social media to reach both massive audiences and key
influencers will shape perceptions of the UK to an unprecedented degree.53 Digital and
social networked communication is not only transmission; data-led diplomacy can harness
the vast capabilities of digital communications to provide real time knowledge and insight
into how the UK is seen and faster response to feedback from this global observatory.
Strategic alignment, operational independence and investment in arms length bodies:
While it is crucial that the different levers of government be brought into sharper alignment,
there is also a vital need for a clearer distinction between the functions of HMG and
organisations like the British Council. Soft power can be instrumentalised to serve the
interests of the state54 however, where the goal is the building of the conditions necessary
for collaboration and the development of trust, overt state involvement can prove
counterproductive. This is where ALBs like the British Council and others are particularly
important55. Strong and well-funded bodies with operational autonomy are a hallmark of the
successful soft power infrastructure of countries like Germany and France which maintain
high soft power performance scores. Recently China and Russia have made ostensive
moves to distance their agencies from overt central state control in efforts to increase their
effectiveness.
7. What lessons can we learn from the UK’s international delivery over the past 5
years? Which are the key successes we should look to develop and build on, and
where could we learn from things that didn’t go well?
The strength of the UK’s soft power assets – its universities, culture and creativity – have
proved remarkably resilient to the optical challenges of recent UK decisions which have
proved unpopular in some parts of the world. For example, the UK has maintained a slim
lead as the world’s most attractive country even following its decision to leave the European
Union.
However, there is a need to consider the international implications of domestic policy
decisions too. For example, the way in which changes made as part of the last Immigration
Act played out overseas was particularly damaging. Flexible mobility has long been at the
heart of the UK’s economic competitiveness, attracting the best and brightest to this country
This does not preclude them from also contributing to the UK’s broader long-term strategic interest and for greater coordination of their international activities, for example through collaboration in bilateral Cultural Seasons. There are pre-existing
fora of independent actors, including the British Council/British Foreign Policy Group-convened ‘UK Soft Power Group’ (all UK
and cross-sectoral membership) which is ready to enter into constructive strategic dialogue with Government and offer advice
and insight.
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and helping to build the international networks required to strengthen innovation and
exchange. Policies that deterred temporary visitors - such as international students and
entrepreneurs - from coming to the UK were broadly criticised overseas, particularly in the
international press and were compounded by an underappreciated international dimension
to the Windrush scandal. Improved consideration of the way that these domestic decisions
are received among our international friends and partners and appropriate reassurance may
help negate some of these negative effects. What may appear as purely domestic issues
play an important role in perceptions of the UK and its attractiveness and international
influence, and the credibility of the UK’s human rights advocacy work is undermined by this
negative international coverage.
Values: International relations scholars say that international cooperation is more likely
when parties can identify and commit to a common moral framework and community in
which agreement on potential common interests can emerge56. The power of example is
crucial. How far a person, institution or country appears to behave in line with their professed
values will affect the level of others’ trust in them. Acting in a way perceived as incongruous
with their values can quickly undermine their legitimacy and reputation.. Therefore, when
looking at the question of how to create the conditions for cooperation in a more divided
world, it’s important to look at the role that shared values play in the UK’s international
engagement.
Forthcoming research57 for the British Council drawing on its cultural and educational
programmes proposes a ‘values-led approach’ to international engagement. By deepening
its understanding of the values of other countries and identifying values held in common
through further research, dialogue and engagement, the UK can create the trust,
understanding and sense of common purpose required for more effective international
cooperation58. This approach has the potential to strengthen the UK’s alliances and
partnerships; provide it with the cultural intelligence required to navigate a more complex
and fast-moving world; and enable it to better mobilise the collective action required to
address shared global challenges in a more fragmented world.
Education is a powerful medium for communicating the UK’s values and building trust and
influence internationally because it reaches almost everyone in society at the most formative
stage in their lives, often establishing models of behaviour, values, beliefs and attitudes that
can enable positive interactions with society for a lifetime. Culture alongside education is
another of the UK’s assets which is in strong demand from the rising young middle classes
around the world. Both can instil the values that underpin open and inclusive societies such
as democracy, justice, tolerance and freedom of expression for a generation59. The UK is in
a particularly strong position to champion and encourage these values due to its global
reputation in education and culture, and the international perceptions it enjoys as a fair, open
and tolerant society and ‘force for good’ around the world.
56

Hurrell, A. (2007) On Global Order: Power, Values, and the Constitution of International Society, Oxford Scholarship Online.
Scoping Study for the British Council. British Council. (2019) The Big Conversation on shared values in International
Cooperation, unpublished.
58
The research recommended that the UK should seek to better understand the values of its international partners, and the
variations in values within and between societies. The UK should take these values of the country or organization it wants to
work with seriously, instead of projecting normative British values or operating with homogenous concepts about value sets in
other countries. Secondly, the research suggests that trust can be effectively built by activating values and joint moral purpose.
This can be done by building on shared values. It can also be done by reframing policy objectives based on the different
underlying values of partners. For example: in Europe environmentalism is driven by postmaterialist values – idealism, global
citizen identification, self-expression – while in China environmentalism is driven by conservative values – cleanness, sobriety,
harmony. By framing environmentalism on the values and morality of partners the effectiveness of engagement increases.
59
British Council. (2017) Soft Power Today: Measuring The Influences and Effects. Accessible:
https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/3418_bc_edinburgh_university_soft_power_report_03b.pdf
57

8. How should UK systems and capabilities be reformed to improve the development
and delivery of national strategy?
Greater strategic integration and co-ordination of the UK’s national power – military,
economic, foreign aid and soft power – is vital to success. The National Security Council
(NSC) could be strengthened and given a greater role to break down departmental silos and
provide direction – and challenge – to ensure policies work to the UK’s long-term advantage.
Greater strategic alignment between the UK’s hard and soft power assets and how they are
deployed will strengthen the UK’s security, prosperity and global influence and ensure that
the UK’s national power is greater than the sum of its parts and not undermined by
conflicting actions and narratives.
There needs to be much better forecasting and horizon scanning. COVID-19 has shown that
the UK remains prone to having to react to predictable challenges, for example global health
threats or new hostile actors60. Far better use of data, including improvements in the
foresight and observatory capabilities afforded by digital diplomacy and more longitudinal
evaluation of soft power initiatives to better plan the deployment of limited resources to
respond will be key. A stronger, more futures focussed NSC could provide the strategic
leadership to ensure that UK is far better prepared to respond to emerging risks.
Government can improve how it engages experts and other key stakeholders. The Soft
Power Board is an innovation worth building on, as it is crucial that the UK’s diverse soft
power capabilities are represented in discussions about strategy and policy. This will ensure
greater appreciation of the role of long-term relationship building in creating the conditions
for international co-operation and the successful projection of UK influence. The Board itself
is provided additional insight from diverse UK sectors which embody UK soft power from the
Soft Power Group and Cultural Diplomacy network. The strategic use of long-term
commitments and arms-length expertise to build relationships and trust before they are
transactionally useful not after, creates a favourable operating environment for UK diplomats
greatly increasing the likelihood of success in negotiations around trade, security and
collective action on global challenges like climate change.
Bringing greater diversity and challenge to the decision-making bodies of the FCDO, MoD
and independent institutions with a role in soft power has the potential to deliver better policy
outcomes, as would looking beyond traditional sources of talent to fill roles further down the
food chain, drawing on all the UK’s diverse talent. Drawing on external expertise while also
developing in house knowledge, research and data offers a further path to success.
Conclusion
In the last 20 years, the UK has underinvested by international standards in, insight,
diplomacy and the international infrastructure vital to the country’s soft power. Targets like
the 0.7% of GDP for aid written into legislation or the 2% target for defence spending agreed
by NATO members are crude but still useful policy tools. The UK currently spends around
2.75% of GDP on ‘international engagement’61, including defence, intelligence, international
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trade, aid and international relations. Defence accounts for the majority of that 2.75%, while
the former FCO for example has received just 0.1%. It has been argued62 that increasing the
overall budget to 3%, would allow £1.5bn to be channelled into the UK’s diplomatic,
intelligence and soft power infrastructure to meet the aspirations of Global Britain and
enhance the country’s security, prosperity and international influence for the next decade.
While the empirical evidence base is still developing in the field of soft power and
understanding what works best where requires more research, there is data available which
suggests that increases in investment to enhance UK soft power could provide a significant
material return. A study by the University of Edinburgh63 found that cultural institutions, like
the British Council and Goethe-Institut, are influential for attracting international students,
international tourists, and Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) to a country. The more countries
that host a country’s cultural institute, the better the return for the parent state. For example,
a 1% increase in the number of countries a cultural institution from country X covers results
in an increase of almost 0.66% in FDI for that country.
The Integrated Review provides a once-in-a-generation opportunity to recalibrate the UK’s
international engagement and chart a fresh course outside of the EU. To realise the ambition
of Global Britain and make a success of the many international opportunities available to the
UK while addressing the very real threats to our security and prosperity will take investment.
Effective deterrence of revanchist powers will only be possible with increases in the defence
budget. Likewise maintaining the UK’s comparative advantage in soft power and reputational
resilience depends on continued support for the cultural and educational assets that
contribute so much to the UK’s international appeal, and a properly funded, capable British
Council that can help share and connect these assets with targeted international audiences.
But ultimately the UK’s security and prosperity depends on ensuring the sum of the UK’s
national power is greater than its many hard and soft elements, on strategic alignment of the
levers of international engagement and the realisation that the UK’s success depends on
being continued to be perceived as a force for good in the world.
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