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Introduction

When President Trump withdrew the United States from 
the Paris climate accord in 2017, he pointedly remarked, “I 
was elected to represent the citizens of Pittsburgh, not Paris.” 
The mayor of Pittsburgh, however, viewed his obligations as 
less parochial, tweeting back: “Pittsburgh stands with the 
world and will follow [the] Paris agreement.”1 

The reply from Pittsburgh’s mayor, who was joined 
by other major cities in reaffirming their commitment to 
reducing carbon emissions, was emblematic of a new 
dynamic among American mayors. Empowered by the 
economic weight of their cities, mayors are asserting a 
greater role in international affairs, their ambitions growing 
well beyond cultural exchanges with sister cities or promoting 
international trade and investment. 

Los Angeles mayor Eric Garcetti’s creation of an office of 
international affairs in 2017 is a case in point. He named the 
person who leads the office, a former U.S. ambassador, as 
Deputy Mayor—a signal of the importance of international 
affairs to the city. In the words of a current official in the 
office, its goals are to “elevate LA’s global influence and 
status as a global city, use that to bring benefits back to Los 
Angeles and the people who live here,” and, perhaps most 
tellingly, to “export our values to the world.”2 

America’s mayors are joining those from other countries 
who point to three trends as justification for their increased 
involvement in international affairs. The first trend is cities’ 
rising share of the global population and GDP, which is 
expected to reach 70 percent and 80 percent, respectively, 
by 2050. A second, closely related trend, is globalization, 
which means major cities find they often have more 
interests in common with each other, especially when 
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confronting problems like climate change that transcend 
national borders. Third, is their frustration with the crises 
of governance at the national level of many countries and 
frictions between countries that tend to be out of step with 
the closer ties shared between their cities.

For some, American cities’ growing international activism 
is a development to be celebrated; others express concern 
about its implications for the federal government’s ability 
to fulfill its constitutional responsibility for foreign affairs. 
Others still are nonplussed, seeing rhetoric that far outpaces 
cities’ actual goals, activities and capabilities. 

This report, informed by interviews with officials from 
a dozen cities or states, as well as experts closely involved 
in subnational diplomacy, makes clear that American cities’ 
international engagement is good: for them, for the country 
and for the world. These interviews affirm former New York 
City Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s belief that, “city leaders 
seek not to displace their national counterparts but rather to 
be full partners in their work.”3

This report offers several contributions: chiefly, it 
evaluates these trends from a managerial perspective, 
rather than an international relations one. That means it is 
focused on the tangible questions of strategy, organization 
and operations that will determine whether or not cities are 
successful. It offers more than a dozen recommendations to 
cities, states and the federal government and several novel 
and actionable frameworks that can be employed by city 
international affairs professionals. 

The officials interviewed for this report generally 
expressed a strong desire to collaborate with and learn 
from their counterparts. It is for this reason that the report 
attempts to put them “in conversation” with each other, 
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attempting to showcase the range of cities’ diverse situations, 
characteristics and approaches.  

While the phenomenon of city diplomacy is global, 
this report is limited to an analysis of American cities. That 
means it loses the perspective of the foreign cities with 
which American cities are both engaging and competing. 
While American states, too, are increasingly active abroad, 
cities are acknowledged as the leading subnational actors 
and are expected to remain so. And while cities from other 
countries also offer important insights, and in some ways 
outpace America, the study’s focus on the U.S. allows for 
a more direct comparison given cities’ similar political and 
constitutional contexts. 

After reviewing the historical context for cities’ 
international engagement, the report then probes cities’ 
strategies, organizations and operations. It concludes 
with an examination of the risks of increased international 
activity, an assessment of how cities’ international activity 
may develop over the medium-term, and recommendations 
for cities, states and the federal government. 

What’s Old is New Again 

Before there were nation-states, there were city-states. 
But the history of cities’ international engagement needn’t 
go back that far: a previous wave of interest about American 
cities’ international activities occurred as recently as the 
1980s (see the spike in books featuring related terms tracked 
by Google).4 

That wave occurred amid the backdrop of the Cold War, 
prompting debate on the constitutionality of subnational 
diplomacy. It is useful to revisit that era of city diplomacy, 
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several cities, including many in California, have significantly 
fewer direct international connections than would be 
expected given their size: a growth opportunity if they can 
navigate entrenched airline hubs.

Sister-city relationships also appear to be more relevant 
than ever. “You never know when you will get lucky,” in 
spotting an opportunity, says Beaverton mayor Denny Doyle. 
He recalled one trip to Trossingen, Germany, a pioneer 
in cross-laminated timber. Given timber’s importance to 
Oregon, “I came back a believer.” Initial references have now 
turned into a promising growth opportunity for his city. “If 
I hadn’t had the sister-city relationship, I would never have 
seen it.”  

…but how strategic? 

Despite their increasing activity, many cities lack 
comprehensive and publicly articulated international 
strategies. Instead of a strategy, many cities often mistakenly 
focus on cultivating a “brand.” But branding is a tool—
not an end in itself. It is also a particularly difficult one to 
successfully deploy raising a city’s profile in a way that sticks 
or shifting entrenched opinions where awareness does exist 
is not at all easy. A narrow focus on branding doesn’t result 
in meaningful change, but it does invite symbolic gestures 
and empty rhetoric.

The lack of a comprehensive strategy holds cities back 
in several other respects. First, the lack of a public strategy 
means that cities are forgoing an opportunity to more 
clearly define themselves. A definition is more than just a 
brand: it’s a comprehensive reflection of a city’s strengths 
and comparative advantages, grounded in reality more than 
it is aspiration. Even cities as globally resonant as Chicago 
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a point of the fact that he personally went to the agency’s 
headquarters in Washington, DC to cement the relationship.

The State Department was particularly supportive of 
subnational diplomacy during Hillary Clinton’s leadership as 
secretary, establishing an Office of Global Intergovernmental 
Affairs that has since been effectively discontinued. Speaking 
in 2012, Reta Jo Lewis, special representative for that office, 
affirmed, “our foreign policy relationships will always be 
nation-to-nation. But the scope of what defines nation-to-
nation conversations are shifting…deeming city-to-city, and 
state-to-state dialogues just as critical to the larger context 
of executing, implementing, and achieving a nation’s 
overarching diplomatic goals.”66 

Lewis cited partnerships between the National League of 
Cities and the South African Local Government Association, 
the State of Pennsylvania and the Niger Delta, and Fulton 
County, Georgia and Brazilian leaders as examples. 
Other federal agencies also draw upon local leaders: the 
Department of Homeland Security has facilitated exchanges 
on counterterrorism between the Boston and Mumbai 
police; and the Treasury Department’s foreign assistance 
efforts often draw on state-level public finance experts, 
according to Alyssa Ayres, a fellow at the Council on Foreign 
Relations.67

Ayres is one of several experts calling for the creation 
of a State Department office focused on supporting the 
international efforts of American cities and states. “Just as 
the State Department facilitates exchange and supports U.S. 
companies abroad,” through the Office of Private Sector 
Exchange (which also supports academic and cultural 
organizations), “it should institutionalize coordination with 
U.S. states and cities on their international agendas,” she 
writes.68 
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D.C. metro area are the strongest U.S. ecosystems; Israel is 
second to the U.S.90)

Recommendations

American cities deserve the opportunity to succeed on 
the global stage because it is to the benefit of the entire 
country. Their success in promoting trade and investment 
sustains American competitiveness and, when they bridge 
educational and cultural institutions across borders, it makes 
the world a more vibrant place. On policy issues, cities’ 
lobbying on critical issues—both directed at Washington 
and elsewhere—adds a consistently pragmatic voice to 
important debates. And contrary to concerns of corrupting 
the United States’ ability to “speak with one voice abroad,” 
cities are more likely to amplify and broaden the reach of 
American influence. 

To succeed in their global missions, cities, their home 
states and the federal government all have work to do. For 
cities, already convinced of the need to act, the challenge is 
to now act with purpose. States and the federal government 
still must make important shifts in mindsets, not necessarily 
laws.

Cities

Cities that do not have an international advisory 
council, made up of leaders from the city council, local 
economic development agency, chamber of commerce, 
airport authority, global affairs council, universities, cultural 
institutions and other major institutions, should stand one 
up.
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Appendix II

Framework for evaluating cities’ international affairs 
effectiveness

Emerging city Maturing city Leading city

Strategy Ad-hoc 
engagement or 
internationalization 
strategy that is not 
comprehensive, 
does not prioritize 
geographies or issue 
areas, and/or is not 
aligned with external 
stakeholders 

Internationalization 
strategy is publicly 
articulated but lacks 
important elements 
characteristic of a 
leading city 

Internationalization 
strategy is publicly 
articulated, 
comprehensive, 
targeted and aligned 
with external 
stakeholders

Organization International 
expertise is limited, 
diffused throughout 
city government

Office of International 
Affairs (OIA) exists, 
but not fully 
resourced or aligned 
against stakeholder, 
geographic and issue 
priorities

Office of 
International 
Affairs (OIA) is fully 
resourced and well-
aligned against its 
mission

Mayor has 
inconsistent access 
to international 
expertise 

OIA engages with 
the mayor but has 
an inconsistent 
stature and influence 
as a partner more 
broadly within city 
government and 
external stakeholders 

OIA is a close 
strategic partner 
to the mayor and 
has the appropriate 
stature and 
influence with 
city government 
and external 
stakeholders to be 
effective

City is unable to 
attract, develop 
appropriate mix of 
qualified appointed 
and career staff

OIA has mixed results 
attracting, developing 
appropriate mix of 
appointed and career 
staff

OIA is a preferred 
opportunity for 
international affairs 
professionals 
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Operations City has limited 
ability to conduct 
effective outbound 
delegations; not a 
priority destination 
for inbound 
delegations

City has moderate 
ability to conduct 
effective outbound 
delegations; an 
important destination 
for inbound 
delegations on at least 
one subject 

City has 
sophisticated 
ability to conduct 
effective outbound 
delegations; leading 
destination for 
inbound delegations 
on multiple subjects 

City has no process 
for internalizing 
policy learnings 
from other cities

City has inconsistent 
process for 
internalizing policy 
learnings from other 
cities

City has well-
established process 
for internalizing 
policy learnings 
from other cities

City is able to host 
limited international 
gatherings (e.g., 
delegations) 

City is able to 
successfully 
host important 
international 
gatherings (e.g., major 
conferences, G20)

City is able to 
successfully 
host the world’s 
most complex 
international 
gatherings (e.g., 
Olympics)

Stakeholders Citizens and leading 
stakeholders 
recognize 
the value of 
internationalization, 
but lack important 
capabilities or are 
not fully aligned 
with or coordinated 
under a cohesive 
vision

Citizens and leading 
stakeholders support 
internationalization, 
have appropriate 
capabilities and 
regularly convene  

Citizens and leading 
stakeholders 
champion 
internationalization, 
have sophisticated 
capabilities and 
coordinate closely 

City is unable to 
attract and/or 
effectively engage 
consulates, trade 
offices, and sister 
cities as a partner 

City has moderate 
success in attracting 
and/or engaging 
consulates, trade 
offices and sister 
cities but does not 
fully leverage their 
potential

City fully leverages 
its or nearby 
consulates, trade 
offices and sister 
cities to enrich the 
city’s fabric and 
advance the city’s 
international reach
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Outcomes External perceptions 
of the city 
(recognition, and 
desirability to live, 
work and invest) 
are limited to non-
existent

External perceptions 
of the city 
(recognition and 
desirability as place to 
visit, live and invest) 
are moderate

External perceptions 
of the city 
(recognition and 
desirability as place 
to visit, live and 
invest) are high

City has not 
achieved global 
recognition for 
policy leadership 

City has achieved 
global recognition 
for leadership on a 
specific policy area

City has achieved 
global recognition 
for leadership on 
multiple policy 
areas

City does not 
attract fair share* 
of exports, 
investment, tourism, 
international air 
connectivity and 
foreign students 
retained/gained

City is able to attract 
fair share of at least 
one of: exports, 
investment, tourism, 
international air 
connectivity and 
foreign students 
retained/gained

City attracts 
fair share of 
multiple elements 
of: exports, 
investment, tourism, 
international air 
connectivity and 
foreign students 
retained/gained

Other Border cities
City’s relationship 
with foreign 
counterpart is 
focused on day-to-
day matters instead 
of longer-term 
strategic priorities; 
does not fully 
leverage state and 
federal government; 
border a material 
impediment 

Company towns
City is perceived 
as an inconsistent 
partner of its 
principal exporter

U.S. and foreign 
counterpart share a 
common strategic 
vision and platforms 
for regular exchange 
and collaboration, 
including with 
state and federal 
government; some 
addressable border 
frictions remain

City and principal 
exporter work 
effectively, but city 
lacks capacity to 
pursue a full-range 
of international 
initiatives independent 
of company 
considerations

U.S. and foreign 
counterpart exercise 
broad array of 
jointly coordinated 
policies, “leading” 
the relationship with 
state and federal 
government to 
create a border that 
is as seamlessly 
integrated as 
possible

City has a strategy 
and burgeoning 
international profile 
beyond the needs 
of its principal 
exporter that allows 
it to attract new and 
diverse international 
activity 

* “Fair share” is defined as the median proportion per capita of the relevant 
metric among similarly sized cities.
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Appendix III

Components of an ideal international strategy document

An ideal international strategy document will:  

• Define the city’s vision for its role in the world, both 
in terms of what it seeks from engagement and what 
it can offer

• Articulate how internationalization advances 
local interests and how local interests advance its 
international positioning 

• Clarify how the city government, in partnership with 
stakeholders, can raise the city’s overall capacity to 
engage internationally, increase awareness of the city 
and facilitate greater international interactions

• Advance detailed goals, objectives, strategies and 
tactics for achieving the city’s international vision     

What follows is a potential structure for such a strategy 
and the key questions it would answer. When determining its 
“fair share” of tourists, FDI and other quantitative measures, 
this paper recommends a definition based on the median 
proportion per capita of the relevant metric among similarly 
sized cities. 
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Vision What does the city want to be known globally for?

Positioning How is the city currently perceived internationally? 

Priority issues What policy issues have the highest degree of global and local 
resonance? To which issues can the city contribute knowledge 
and for which issues is the city seeking new solutions? 

Priority 
geographies

To which geographies does the city have existing or the potential 
for strong connections, due to business or diaspora ties or similar 
profile/conditions? 

Priority 
organizations

• Which are the international organizations or associations of 
societies that the city will prioritize? 

• Does the city have the capacity or potential to play a 
leadership role in these organizations and would doing so 
advance the city’s global reputation and/or local priorities? 

Exports & 
Investments

What are the city’s areas of commercial excellence (goods, 
services, and competencies)?

Exports
• What are the current industries which lead the city’s exports; 

which firms export; and to which destinations? 
• Do these exporters have the potential to export more to 

existing or new destinations and would benefit from city 
support? 

• Are there other competitive industry clusters that have 
under-realized export potential? How can the city support 
these industries’ mindset, capacity and visibility to export? 

Investments
• What are the current industry targets and sources of 

international investment? 
• Is there potential for increased investment in these 

industries or from those sources? 
• Where do city businesses invest abroad and why?
• Are there other attractive industry clusters or talent bases for 

which international investment is more likely than domestic?  

Connectivity • Does the city host or have the potential to host major 
international events or organizations aligned with its vision? 

• How can the city’s airport deepen its global connectivity?

Education • Does the city attract (and retain) its fair share of international 
students? 

• How is the city preparing (and leveraging) its students and 
workforce to be globally competitive? 
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Culture & 
tourism

• Does the city attract its fair share of international tourism?
• How can the city’s cultural institutions “bring the world” 

into its mission; how can they share their work with global 
audiences?  

Consular 
engagement

• How is the city engaging its consulate corps to enrich the 
international fabric of the city and promote productive 
relationships with their countries? 

• Are there opportunities to attract new consulates to this 
city?  

Stakeholder 
leadership and 
support

• What are stakeholders’ current international activities, 
capabilities and goals? 

• Where is international expertise (functional and geographic) 
currently clustered around the city?  

• What is the appropriate mechanism for convening 
stakeholders and establishing processes for coordination?

• How can the city and stakeholders mutually reinforce their 
goals? 

• How can the city foster the international capacity of its 
stakeholders? 

Office structure 
and funding

• Where is international expertise (functional and geographic) 
currently clustered within city government?

• What is the city government’s current funding of 
international operations and activities? 

• What are the existing processes for coordination on the 
most common forms of international engagement?

• How can the city’s international operations be improved by 
improved processes or organizational realignment?

• Is the city government’s funding for international operations 
and activities consistent with the city’s international goals 
and responsibilities? 

Next steps • For each category of international engagement, what are 
the city’s overall goals, objectives, strategies and tactics? 

• For which goals are the city government expected to lead, 
facilitate/support or monitor? 
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Appendix IV

How well connected are U.S. cities’ airports to the rest of 
the world?

When a direct flight is established between two cities, 
commerce and the exchange of people and ideas between 
them increase significantly. A new analysis for this report 
suggests several major U.S. cities are under-connected 
internationally, potentially curtailing their growth potential. 
As cities work to promote trade and investment, one of the 
most important actions they should consider is attracting 
new air routes.

As one would expect, there is a strong statistical 
relationship between the number of countries to which 
a metropolitan area is directly connected and its total 
population. Intriguingly, this relationship becomes even 
stronger when factoring in the proportion of that metro 
area’s population which is foreign-born and the proportion 
of foreign-born residents from a single country, Mexico. 
As a rule of thumb, a metro area should be connected to 
one more country for every 2 percentage points its foreign-
born residents comprise of the total population (see table). 
Export volume was also correlated with greater foreign 
connections, but less strongly. 



70    AMERICA’S CITIES ON THE WORLD STAGE

Which cities do better than expected?

Unsurprisingly, cities that are hubs for major airlines have 
significantly higher international connections relative to what 
would be expected given their population. Atlanta, Delta’s 
hub, was connected to 46 countries, or 21 more than would 
have been expected. (Compared to Chicago, which has a 
large number of flag carriers, Atlanta’s international flights 
are dominated by Delta.91) The Washington, D.C. metro area 
also has connections to more countries than expected based 
on its population alone, but this is understandable given its 
strategic importance as the national capital.

 But even hubs like Miami can have gaps. For years, the 
airport has been actively pursuing a direct commercial flight 
to Asia.92 It is the busiest U.S. market for leisure and business 
travel from Asia without nonstop service according to one 
analysis, and the Florida airport already supports $5 billion in 
cargo trade with the region. 

Which cities are under-connected?

Several metro areas are connected to fewer cities than 
would be expected, especially when tourism flows are 
considered. Consider Phoenix, which serves six countries, 
including the UK and Germany. Not included is France, 
which sent 103,000 visitors to the state overall in 2017, and 
is nearly equal in volume to the two European countries the 
Phoenix airport serves.93 China, which sent 81,000 tourists 
in 2017, also lacks a direct connection. If the 130,000 annual 
visitors from Australia, Japan and South Korea were pooled 
in Tokyo, the case for an Asian connection would only grow.

An airport’s relationship with its most important airline 
plays a key role in whether its connection potential is 
fully realized. “Being a major hub for American Airlines is 
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good news and bad news,” Deborah Ostreicher, assistant 
director for Phoenix Aviation, explains in an email. While it 
considers itself a strong candidate for Tokyo, “the bad news 
is that Phoenix passengers would fly right over LAX,” which 
American Airlines already serves to Tokyo. Similarly, Paris 
and Amsterdam are hubs for Delta’s SkyTeam alliance, but 
Phoenix is not, so Salt Lake City “makes more sense for them 
on this end until our demand grows a bit more,” Ostreicher 
explains. 

The entire state of Ohio is also a case in point. The 
state, the seventh largest by population, directly connects 
to only five countries across its three airports. Philadelphia 
and Detroit, hubs for American and Delta, respectively, in 
states that are comparable in population, reach 27 and 17 
countries, respectively. Columbus, nearly equidistant from 
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Cincinnati and Cleveland at two hours in driving time, is 
likely right at the cusp of competitiveness against taking the 
one hour connecting flight via Chicago. Nonetheless, a state 
that is home to 25 Fortune 500 firms has the potential to be 
a bigger presence on the international map.

 In a recent interview, Joe Nardone, CEO of the Columbus 
Regional Airport Authority, flagged Tokyo, London, and Paris 
as target destinations.94 Some 47 passengers start their trips 
to Tokyo via Columbus each day, according to the airport’s 
data. A spokesperson for the airport noted in an email that 
a 2013 MIT study that evaluated the entirety of an airport’s 
connections, not just nonstop ones, found Columbus to be 
tenth for medium-sized airports (Cincinnati was ninth).95 
Using the MIT measure of connection quality, Columbus was 
23 percent as well-connected in 2012 as Chicago’s O’Hare.

The California challenge

California has a surprising concentration of metro areas 
that appear under-connected. Some are served by hubs in 
nearby metro areas, as is the case with San Jose and San 
Francisco. But how to explain Los Angeles, which has 17 
fewer direct connections to other countries than would 
otherwise be expected?

 Geography may play an important limiting role: California 
is far—a continent and ocean away from Europe and the 
world’s largest ocean away from Asia. Due principally to 
regulatory requirements around maximum flight time and 
crew accommodation, economists have observed that there 
tend to be more flights just below 6,000 miles than above.96 
The importance of that threshold is slowly diminishing, 
which means California’s cities may be poised to add new 
routes. 
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 Dilpreet Sidhu, an official in the Los Angeles Mayor’s 
Office of International Affairs, says that they work closely 
with the airport, incorporating its market priorities as part of 
the city’s trade delegations. A current priority is a nonstop 
flight to Vietnam, where the city went and pitched the 
country’s prime minister.97

Sacramento and San Diego, an inconvenient two hour 
drive from SFO and LAX, respectively, have the potential for 
more direct connections of their own. Given the origins of 
its population, routes to the Philippines could be viable for 
both cities, particularly given that San Francisco’s existing 
direct flight already exceeds the 6,000 mile threshold.98

To date, California’s capital airport is connected to only 
Canada and Mexico. Ukraine could also be in reach given 
Sacramento’s Ukrainian population—and potentially Vietnam 
and Laos too. San Diego currently connects to six countries. 
A key missing connection is a direct flight to China, given 
the city’s sizable foreign-born population from that country, 
and the fact that China was the city’s fourth largest source 
of overnight tourism in 2017.99 Jesse Gipe, who leads the 
San Diego’s World Trade Center, which is responsible for 
international trade and investment promotion, notes that 
the airport’s single-runway is a key constraint.100 

The economic opportunity of direct flights

As new generations of aircraft able to travel farther and 
more efficiently take to the skies, new direct routes grow 
in feasibility, including between mid-size cities traditionally 
reliant on a hub. Even on a less-than-daily basis, direct 
flights can generate disproportionate impact for the cities 
connected. 
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  The same economists who highlighted the 
importance of the 6,000 mile threshold have found important 
economic effects for cities connected to each other. Cities 
within greater reach of others grew meaningfully faster than 
more geographically distant cities. They are also more likely 
to be engaged in cross-border investment activity: there are 
three times as many ownership links between Shanghai and 
Milan (5,650 miles apart) than Shanghai and Madrid (6,350 
miles apart). Domestically, other research has found that 
collaboration between scientists increased 50% when they 
were connected by new Southwest Airlines routes.101

 While airlines have the final call on new routes, cities can 
play a role in their decision process, advancing the case for 
a new route and offering incentives, such as waived landing 
fees or marketing support for new routes. Phoenix’s mayor 
has traveled to an Asian airline’s headquarters to make 
the case for a route and the city has authorized up to $2 
million in incentives to airlines that increase international 
passengers.102 Philadelphia’s airport will similarly waive up to 
$2 million in landing fees for new routes.103 

Unfortunately, forty percent of flights launched under 
incentive programs end when the incentives, capped at two 
years by FAA rules, do, according to an analysis by Megan 
Ryerson, a researcher at the University of Pennsylvania.104 
Between 2012 and the first quarter of 2015, thirty airports 
spent $171.5 million on incentives. Those who spent most 
effectively prioritized routes aligned with existing unserved 
demand or demand that was likely.

 As cities seek to grow their presence on the international 
stage, these findings underscore that promoting direct air 
connections can be a powerful accelerant to their aims if 
appropriately targeted.
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A version of this analysis was originally published on 
LinkedIn (15 April 2019). Data for this analysis relied on 
scheduled airline routes as aggregated by FlightsFrom.
com, export data from the Department of Commerce, and 
foreign-born population from the US Census Bureau as 
compiled by the Migration Policy Institute.105 
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