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Framing theory deals with the manner in which issues, events, and actors are portrayed in a 

communicative text. Framing studies often focus on mass media frames and their influence on 

public opinion. Previous studies have identified five generic frames that are routinely used by 

mass media: conflict, human interest, economic consequence, morality, and attribution of 

responsibility. The conflict frame emphasizes disagreements between nations and groups. 

The human interest frame puts a "human face" on an event. The economic consequence 

frame focuses on economic gains or losses. The morality frame interprets events in terms of 

moral prescriptions, while the attribution of responsibility frame points to the causes of 

problems.

Framing, however, is not limited to mass media. Framing is present in any communication 
form, and governments communicating with their citizenry and the world also engage in 
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framing of foreign actors and events. Recently, governments and their foreign ministries 
(MFAs) have flocked to Social Networking Sites (SNS) such as Twitter in a practice generally 
referred to as digital diplomacy. As SNS are now used by governments to comment on world 
affairs and actors, these channels have become platforms for government framing. 

Despite the widespread adoption of digital diplomacy, few studies have investigated how 
governments use SNS in order to frame foreign countries and themselves. Self-framing is 

practiced by countries as part of nation branding activities. We recently conducted a study 

(soon to be published here) which attempted to address this gap. 

We investigated the framing of foreign countries on MFA-operated Twitter channels by 
focusing on two dyads of nations, U.S.-Russia and U.S.-Iran. All tweets in which one member 
of a dyad referred to another were analyzed in order to detect the presence of the 
aforementioned generic frames. This called for employing a method used for detecting such 
frames in traditional media  to individual tweets. The research period included two time 
intervals, January and February-March of 2014. These intervals included tweets published 
before and during two major events: the annexation of Crimea to Russia and negotiations 
between Iran and world powers regarding Iran's nuclear program.

Investigating self-framing on SNS was achieved by characterizing the State Department's 
portrayal of the United States on its twitter and Facebook channels. We focused on the U.S. 
given previous studies that have documented the decline in America's image. Using thematic 
analysis, all content published by the State Department during December 2013 was arranged 
into overlaying themes. In total, 400 tweets and 100 Facebook posts were analyzed in this 
study. 

Results indicate that the U.S. is currently re-branding 
itself as a conscientious economic superpower that is 
committed to resolving crises through diplomacy rather 
than force, and to mending its relations with the Muslim 
world.

The analysis of the U.S.-Russia dyad revealed that the most prevalent generic frames used 
by Russia to frame the U.S. over the three months period were the attribution of responsibility 
(49%), conflict (25%) and morality frames (14%). The U.S. framing of Russia was found to be 
very similar, with the attribution of responsibly (40%), morality (27%) and conflict frames 
(20%).

However, there were substantial differences in how these nations framed one another during 
both time intervals. Throughout January, no U.S. tweets mentioning Russia contained generic 
frames. This may be attributed to the fact that during January both nations portrayed 
themselves as allies attempting to resolve the Syrian crisis. During the second time interval, 
and the onset of the Crimean crisis, U.S. framing of Russia altered dramatically. The most 
prevalent generic frames used by the U.S. in February-March were the attribution of 
responsibility (57%), morality (38%), and conflict frames (29%). Thus, Russia's portrayal 
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transitioned from an ally to a maverick that defies international law. The same is true of 
Russia's framing of the U.S. As tensions in Ukraine mounted, the U.S. was framed as a 
morally bankrupt country.

The analysis of the U.S.-Iran dyad yielded different results. The economic consequence 
generic frame was the most prevalent frame used by Iran (38%) and second most prevalent 
frame used by the U.S. (36%) over the three month period. While both nations employed 
other frames, the economic discourse dominated U.S.-Iran framing. Moreover, the manner in 
which both nations framed one another did not alter between both time intervals

The differences between the dyads may be attributed to the fact that during the sampling 
period the crisis between the U.S. and Russia intensified, as opposed to the crisis between 
the U.S. and Iran. In summary, results indicate that governments use SNS in order to frame 
foreign countries and that such framing is influenced by the existence of conflicts. Results also 
suggest that framing methodology may be used in foreign policy analysis. By analyzing 
transitions in the framing of countries, one may characterize relationships between countries.

The analysis of America's self-framing on SNS revealed four prevalent themes: America's 
moral leadership, America's soft power, America's economic leadership, and mending 
relations with the Muslim world. Results indicate that the U.S. is currently re-branding itself as 
a conscientious economic superpower that is committed to resolving crises through diplomacy 
rather than force, and to mending its relations with the Muslim world. 

...digital diplomacy may contain facets of both nation 
branding and public diplomacy. Further digital diplomacy 
studies may enable scholars to better understand the 
relationship between these concepts. 

Interestingly, morality seems to be a common theme when governments frame themselves 
and foreign countries. The majority of SNS content published by the State Department dealt 
with America's moral leadership, Russia framed the U.S. as morally bankrupt, and Iran 
questioned American morality by highlighting sanctions on medical facilities. One explanation 
for this finding is that morality contributes to a country's soft power. Our results indicate that 
countries highlight their own morality while calling into question that of others. This may be an 
attempt to increase one's soft power resources while depleting those of an adversary.

Scholars have attempted to illustrate the interplay between the concepts of nation branding 
and public diplomacy. This study found that nations use SNS in order to promote a national 
image and communicate their understanding of events to foreign audiences.  Such 
communication is one aspect of public diplomacy. Therefore, digital diplomacy may contain 
facets of both nation branding and public diplomacy. Further digital diplomacy studies may 
enable scholars to better understand the relationship between these concepts. 

Suggested Further Reading:
Entman, R. E. (2004). "Projecting power in the news." In Projections of power framing news, 
public opinion, and U.S.. foreign policy (pp. 2-28). London: University Of Chicago Press.

Manor, I. & Segev, E. (2015). "America's Selfie: How the US Portrays Itself on its Digital 

Diplomacy Channel." In Bjola,C. & Holmes, M. (Eds.), Digital Diplomacy Theory and Practice

https://twitter.com/StateDept/status/422796922273796096
https://twitter.com/USUN/status/444873925479374848


. Routledge (forthcoming)

Nye, J. S. (2004). "Soft power and American foreign policy." Political Science Quarterly, 

119(2), 255-270.

Quelch, J. A., & Jocz, K. E. (2009). "Can Brand Obama Rescue Brand America?" Brown 

Journal of World Affairs, 16(1), 163-178.

Semetko, H. A., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2000). "Framing European politics: A content analysis of 

press and television news." Journal of Communication, 50(2), 93-109.

Szondi, G. (2008). Public diplomacy and nation branding: Conceptual similarities and 

differences. Netherlands Institute of International Relations' Clingendael'.


