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100,000 Strong: Networks and Partnerships

within U.S.-China Public Diplomacy .

The U.S. government has been making a great effort recently to promote study abroad in
China. This March, First Lady Michelle Obama went to China with her daughters and mother,
where the emphasis of her trip was not on politics but on education and shared values. During
her speech at Peking University, Mrs. Obama stressed the importance of study abroad as a
powerful vehicle for people-to-people exchange and citizen diplomacy. The logic behind this
agenda is not difficult to grasp. Education exchange and study abroad programs have always
been the focus of U.S. public diplomacy. China’s status as a rising global power makes this
attention on study abroad in China especially crucial.

In 2009, President Barack Obama proposed the 100,000 Strong Initiative for China during his
visit there, and Former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton supported the founding of the
100,000 Strong Foundation, a non-profit, in early 2013. Both the Initiative and the Foundation
aim to increase the number of American students studying abroad in China to 100,000 within
four years, and to increase the diversity of the student body. Rather than creating a separate
study abroad program, the 100,000 Strong Foundation functions as a tool to implement the
Initiative by building a social network.

"The 100,000 Strong Foundation holds network-making power and uses it to
strengthen public diplomacy."

In his book Communication Power, Manuel Castells identifies four types of network power:
networking power, network power, networked power, and network-making power. He
considers network-making power to be the most crucial form, which he describes as
containing two mechanisms: programming and switching. Programming refers to the control of
the communication process in society, while switching is the control of connecting points
between various networks. | argue that the 100,000 Strong Foundation holds network-making
power and uses it to strengthen public diplomacy.

The 100,000 Strong Foundation connects and creates partnerships between institutions and
organizations related to study abroad. Carola McGiffert, the Foundation’s President, told me in
an interview, “The function of the 100,000 Strong Foundation is to build a platform for people
to understand the importance of the U.S.-China relationship and let more American students
learn Mandarin and study in China.” The Foundation was created to facilitate and maintain the
success of existing study abroad organizations, and to build a stronger network so that they
are able to better connect and collaborate. In this way, the Foundation acts as a network
switcher that connects organizations in different fields.

The power of switching can be seen as the ability to create social capital. The specific value of
a switcher is to broker information and control the project that brings networks together. The
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100,000 Strong Foundation is a network switcher, or broker, in the network sense. Through
the act of switching, the Foundation connects different networks and facilitates the information
flow. Organizations which connect with the Foundation can provide information and resources
to each other. In addition, by socializing with high-level leaders and premium organizations,
some network actors are able to gain social credential.[i]

The graph below illustrates the full picture of the network. The data was collected through
Internet searches on connections of the organizations in the network.[ii] The following section
will analyze the network by the fields of organizations (nodes) and will attempt to demonstrate
what kinds of social capital are being created.

USCBC USGLC
CCID
)
TMCF' Caterpill
Partnership LA ; aterpillar
e 1::':'rm”gl ARSCL Altica? o Schwartzman
o .LIE:!PF
i.ant/EnGtate Department
® M"““‘“ﬂ. .Giﬁ .Laureaie International
Coca-Cola
: o
%ﬂﬁdmw Sachs Foundation

BOC o] ) [o] o Point

AF"S.H.. = ﬁciel:.r' Deloitte reenPoin

@
©, 00K SUBRERKRUniversity
Sleppenwnlf' .
.ij Foundalioﬁmjem Pengyou

Wanxiang

Li Ka Shing. Founda n. .‘fale-Chl..a

— @hina Institute AL &

o Teach for Chlna. Florence Fang Family Foundation

)
AMS

N
WorldStrides

The 100,000 Strong Foundation’s funding mainly comes from private sectors, according to
McGiffert. The Foundation reaches out to corporations, entrepreneurs, and

philanthropists. Transnational corporate partners such as Coca-Cola, Microsoft, Citigroup, and
Deloitte play a big role in the 100,000 Strong network. Their partnerships indicate a two-way
beneficial relationship: on the one hand, these corporations are able to connect with high-level
leaders in both countries, while gaining advantages from investing in U.S. study abroad in
China. On the other hand, the 100,000 Strong Foundation can leverage global networks
through these corporations and expand their influence in the target country. The Foundation
also has ties with philanthropic organizations, such as the Ford Foundation. Last year, Steve
Schwarzman, Chairman, CEO and Co-founder of Blackstone and an advisory council member
of the 100,000 Strong Foundation, sponsored the Schwarzman Scholars program in Beijing
Tsinghua University to rival the Rhodes Scholarship. Both the U.S. and China political leaders
openly expressed their support for the program, which brings in the networks of Chinese
politicians and universities.

Although funding for the 100,000 Strong Foundation comes from private sectors, the
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Foundation does have governmental support, because it was founded on President Obama’s
Initiative. It also values interpersonal relationships with government officials and receives
support from the Obama administration. For example, former U.S.Ambassador to China Gary
Locke and his wife, Mona Locke, made videos to support the Foundation. Ms. Locke also
participated in the Foundation’s first annual conference. The Foundation likewise works
closely with its advisory council members, some of whom are former government officials.
McGiffert accompanied Mrs. Obama to China, demonstrating the Foundation’s political
connections. The Foundation has developed relationships with Chinese politicians as well.
Chinese Vice Premier Liu Yandong spoke at the Foundation’s first annual conference,
showing that the Chinese consider the Foundation mutually beneficial.

The 100,000 Strong network also values relationships with students. American students are
nodes of this network, not only as beneficiaries but also as influencers. The Foundation
partners with Project Pengyou, an online alumni social network which connects American
students who have studied or are studying in China. By connecting through an online social
networking platform, students are able to share their experiences and knowledge of study
abroad in China. Holly Chang, head of the program, told me that the informal partnership
between Project Pengyou and the 100,00 Strong Foundation means engaging the network of
programs and program directors, as well as students on the ground. Project Pengyou is also
building an online resource accessible to potential students who want to study in China.
Schools and companies that want to hire American interns can also post announcements
through the website. Besides Project Pengyou, the Foundation also partners with another
similar online networking organization, the American Mandarin Society.

Organizations like Project Pengyou and the American Mandarin Society manage individual-
level networks. We can consider it a sub-network under the overarching umbrella of the
100,00 Strong network. The nodes here include students, schools/universities, and
companies. Chang herself recognizes the role of Project Pengyou as connecting the dots.
She said, “It is not like [programs on the ground] are completely isolated to begin with. We're
providing an online and visual way for them to connect even further. We are really just
complementing a lot of the efforts that have been going on on the ground.”

Moreover, the 100,000 Strong Foundation works with organizations such as foundations,
educational institutions, and corporations promoting study abroad in China and boosting
Mandarin education in the U.S., especially among a diverse student body. The i.am.angel
Foundation is one funding provider that offers scholarships for students in need. It works with
the 100,000 Strong Foundation to bring Mandarin courses to the Boyle Heights Center in Los
Angeles, offering students in the neighborhood opportunities to engage with Chinese
language and culture, which paves the way for them to study abroad in China.

The 100,000 Strong Foundation has expanded its connections to educational organizations
such as the American Association of State Colleges and Universities. Third-party providers for
study abroad such as Americans Promoting Study Abroad, Community Colleges for
International Development, and Teach for China are listed as the Foundation’s partners. The
Foundation also connects with organizations that specialize in U.S.-China relations, such as
the China Institution and the Asia Society. The Foundation is housed in the School of
International Service at American University in Washington D.C., which makes the Foundation
a natural hub for connecting educational and political worlds.

The 100,000 Strong Foundation has existed for a year, and its social network of study abroad
in China continues to grow. By mapping the network’s nodes and ties, we can see it brings in
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stakeholders from various fields in both countries. Through building a social network, the
Foundation facilitates the formulation of social capital among organizations, takes full
advantage of the existing resources, and possibly expands the existing network structure. In
this way, this public diplomacy mission does not make repetitive investments in creating more
study abroad programs, but wields the network-making power to navigate existing resources
and take advantage of social capital.

As a newly established organization, the 100,000 Strong Foundation has a long way to go. It
needs to make sure their efforts of creating social capital through connecting organizations in
the network directly benefit the U.S. study abroad in China. Besides, in order to bridge the
cross-border network, the Foundation needs to connect more Chinese organizations. Lastly,
as McGiffert and many American study abroad students in China told me, the biggest
challenge for study abroad is funding. Therefore, the Foundation needs to secure more
sources of funding for students in need.

[i] Lin, Nan. "Building a Network Theory of Social Capital.” Connections 22, no. 1 (1999): 28-
51.

[ii]The full list of the 100,000 Strong Foundation’s partners can be found at
http://100kstrong.org/. The network graph not only contains direct partners, but also common
connections that some of the partners share.
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