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Figure: What Is Soft Power? How Influence Works Without Force

Not all power comes from armies and economies. Some of the most enduring influence
flows from attraction — when others want what you want because they admire your
culture, values or example. This is soft power, and it's a crucial but often overlooked

force in world affairs.
This explainer covers what soft power is, how states wield it, and why it has real limits.
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Soft power is the ability to get others to want the outcomes you want — through
attraction rather than coercion or bribery. When people in other countries admire a
nation's culture, respect its values, or see its policies as legitimate, that nation gains

influence without spending money or making threats. It's power that works by appeal.

Where soft power comes from

A country's soft power typically rests on three sources: its culture (when it's attractive
to others), its political values (when it lives up to them credibly), and its foreign
policy (when it's seen as legitimate and moral). Films, music, universities, ideals and
reputation all contribute. Importantly, soft power depends on how others perceive you

— it can't simply be declared.

Soft power versus hard power

The contrast is with hard power — military force and economic pressure, which coerce
or pay others to act. Hard power says ‘do this or else’ or ‘do this and I'll pay you’; soft
power makes others want to align with you. The two aren't opposites so much as

complements, and skilled statecraft blends them.

How states cultivate it

Governments try to build soft power through cultural exchange, international
broadcasting, educational scholarships, diplomacy, and simply behaving in ways others
find admirable. But because soft power lives in others' perceptions, it can't be
manufactured on demand — heavy-handed propaganda often backfires. Authenticity

and consistency matter more than slogans.

The limits of soft power

Soft power has real constraints. It's hard to control, since it depends on how others
see you rather than what you do directly. It works slowly, building over years. And it
can be undermined quickly when a country's actions contradict its stated values. It also

can't achieve everything — some situations still turn on hard power.

Why soft power matters

Despite its limits, soft power is a genuine and lasting form of influence. Nations that
others admire find it easier to build alliances, win cooperation, and shape the global
agenda. Recognising soft power helps you see influence that isn't measured in troops or
trade balances — and understand why reputation and values carry real strategic

weight.

Hard power vs soft power

Soft power is best understood by contrast with its counterpart. Setting the two side by

side clarifies the distinction:

Hard power Soft power

Works through Coercion and payment Attraction and persuasion



Tools Military and economic pressure Culture, values, diplomacy
Result Others comply Others want what you want

Speed Often faster Slower, cumulative

The essential difference is that hard power makes others do something, while soft

power makes them want to do it — a subtler but often more durable form of influence.

Sources of a country's soft power

Soft power is not bought directly; it grows out of what a country is and does. Common

sources include:

e Culture that others admire — film, music, education, cuisine.

Political values and institutions seen as legitimate and appealing.

A reputation for fair, constructive foreign policy.

Leading universities and scientific achievement that attract talent.

Credibility and consistency, which make a country's example persuasive.

Why soft power is hard to build and easy to lose

Soft power is one of the most valuable assets a country can possess, yet it is also among
the most difficult to cultivate and the easiest to squander, and understanding why
reveals a great deal about how influence really works in international affairs. Unlike
military strength or economic pressure, which can be built up through spending and
deployed on command, soft power arises from the way a country is perceived — the
attractiveness of its culture, the appeal of its values, and the credibility of its conduct —
and perceptions cannot simply be purchased or ordered into existence. They
accumulate slowly, through consistent behaviour over many years, as others come to
admire a nation's achievements, trust its intentions, or aspire to its way of life. This
gradual, reputational nature is precisely what makes soft power so fragile, because a
single major action that appears hypocritical, aggressive or contrary to a country's
professed values can rapidly erode trust that took decades to build. A nation that
champions certain principles but is seen to abandon them when convenient undermines
the very attraction that gave it influence. This is why soft power cannot be treated as a
switch to be flipped when needed; it must be maintained continuously through actions
that align with the image a country projects. The practical lesson is that influence built
on attraction rewards consistency and integrity far more than clever messaging, and
that reputation is a strategic resource requiring long-term stewardship. Countries that
grasp this invest in their culture, honour their commitments and behave in ways that
reinforce their appeal, understanding that the resulting goodwill can achieve outcomes
that coercion cannot, while those that neglect it may find, often too late, that a resource

they took for granted has quietly slipped away.

Printable checklist

Print this page or save the PDF to keep these steps handy.
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Summary

Soft power is the ability to influence others through attraction and persuasion rather
than coercion or payment. It flows from a country's culture, political values, and foreign
policy when these are seen as legitimate and appealing. Unlike military or economic
‘hard’ power, soft power is subtle, hard to control, and slow — but it can shape

preferences in ways force cannot.

Key Takeaways

e Soft power is influence through attraction and persuasion, not force or payment.

It flows from culture, values and credible, appealing foreign policy.

It contrasts with ‘hard power’ — military and economic coercion.

Soft power is hard to control and works slowly, but can be durable.

It complements rather than replaces hard power in statecraft.
Frequently Asked Questions

What's the difference between soft power and hard power?

Hard power coerces or pays others to act — military force and economic pressure. Soft
power makes others want to align with you through attraction, culture and credible

values. Effective statecraft usually blends both.

Can a country create soft power on demand?

Not really. Because soft power depends on how others perceive you, it must be earned
through authentic culture, credible values and legitimate policy. Heavy-handed

propaganda often undermines it.

Does soft power actually change outcomes?

Yes, though slowly and subtly. Admired nations find it easier to build alliances and win
cooperation. Soft power can shape preferences and agendas in ways force cannot, even

if it can't achieve everything.

Related Guides




What Is Geopolitics?

Understanding NATO and Collective Defense
e How Economic Sanctions Work

What Is Deterrence?

Related articles
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