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and in Asia particularly.2 Many media reports go 
further to link China’s improved image in Asia as 
coming at the expense of America’s, which has 
been viewed as in decline.3 

Rising China: Great Power Does Not 
Necessarily Mean Soft Power

The Chinese are looking to the 2008 Olympics to 
mark their emergence onto the world stage after 
two centuries fraught with foreign domination, 
war, revolution, and a wrenching but wildly suc-
cessful transformation to a modern market econ-
omy. The Chicago Council on Global Affairs/EAI 
survey indicates, however, that China’s growing 
economic and military might have not yet been 
fully translated into the elements of soft power 
that help a nation wield indirect influence in its 
region and the world.

Certainly, China’s economy, which is the sec-
ond largest in Asia and which is growing nearly five 
times as quickly as Japan’s,4 commands respect. 
Americans, Chinese, amd Japanese all believe that 
China has the greatest economic influence of any 
nation in Asia. South Koreans, Indonesians, and 
Vietnamese see it trailing only the United States 
(see Figure 2). Americans in particular see a mea-
sure of competition—54 percent of respondents 
say the United States should not have a free-trade 

2.  See, for example, Joshua Kurlantzick, Charm Offensive: 
How China’s Soft Power is Transforming the World (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2007); Kokubun Ryosei and Wang 
Jisi, eds., The Rise of China and a Changing East Asian Order 
(Tokyo: Japan Center for International Exchange, 2004); David 
Shambaugh, ed., Power Shift: China and Asia’s New Dynamics 
(Berkeley and London: University of California Press, 2005); 
Robert Sutter, China’s Rise in Asia (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2006).

3.  Jane Perlez, “The Charm from Beijing: China Strives 
to Keep Its Backyard Tranquil,” New York Times, October 8, 
2003; Jane Perlez, “Asian Leaders Find China a More Cordial 
Neighbor: Beijing’s Soaring Economy Weakens U.S. Sway,” New 
York Times, October 18, 2003; Jane Perlez, “As U.S. Influence 
Wanes, A New Asian Community,” New York Times, November 
4, 2004; Editorial, “China’s More Nuanced Diplomacy,” New 
York Times, October 14, 2003; Philip Pan, “China’s Improving 
Image Challenges U.S. in Asia,” Washington Post, November 15, 
2003; Michael Vatikiotis and Murray Hiebert, “How China Is 
Building an Empire,” Far Eastern Economic Review, November 
20, 2003, pp. 30–33.

4.  Economist Intelligence Unit, http://www.econo-
mist.com/COUNTRIES/China/profile.cfm?folder=Profile-
Economic%20Structure.

agreement with China, compared to 41 percent 
in favor. But majorities in Japan and South Korea 
appear to see China more as an economic partner, 
with 53 and 67 percent, respectively, in favor of a 
free-trade agreement. 

In another sign of influence, strong majori-
ties in the surveyed Asian countries (70% to 91%) 
believe it is at least somewhat important for their 
children to learn Chinese in order to succeed in 
the future. 

When asked whether China has a mainly 
positive or negative influence in Asia, majorities 
of respondents in all surveyed countries assess 
China’s regional influence as either “very” or 
“somewhat” positive (53% in the United States, 
62% in Japan, 58% in South Korea and Indonesia, 
and 76% in Vietnam). Looking forward, majori-
ties in all but Indonesia believe that China will be 
the leader of Asia in the future (68% in the United 
States, 55% in Japan, 78% in South Korea, and 71% 
in Vietnam—see Figure 3).

Figure 2 – Economic Influence
Average rating by respondents in each country on how 
much economic influence the U.S./China has in Asia  

(0 to 10 scale).

7.0

7.6

7.3

8.0

8.0

8.2

8.4

8.1

7.9

7.6

8.0

7.7
Vietnam

Indonesia

South Korea

Japan

China

U.S.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

U.S. China



5A S I A  S O F T  P O W E R  S U R V E Y  2 0 0 8

However, believing that China’s rise is inevi-
table is not the same as liking it. Strong majori-
ties in the United States (71%), Japan (89%), and 
South Korea (77%) say they are either “some-
what” or “very” uncomfortable with the idea of 
China one day becoming the leader of Asia. In 
Indonesia and Vietnam, the percentages are 45 
and 39, respectively.

Looking across soft power categories, China’s 
rise looks far from complete. It lags behind the 
United States in perceptions of its diplomatic, 
political, and human capital soft power, though 
perceptions of China’s soft power are decidedly 
stronger in Southeast Asia (see Figure 4).

On the cultural front, for example, respon-
dents show a deep respect for China’s cultural her-
itage, but generally rate the influence of Chinese 
popular culture—including music, clothing, and 
cuisine—as middling on a 0 to 10 scale (Americans 
rate it at a mean score of 4.6, Japanese at 5.1, South 
Koreans at 4.8, Indonesians at 6.5, and Vietnamese 
at 7.6—see Figure 5). These scores trail those of 
the United States given by respondents from every 
surveyed country except Vietnam. They also 
trail the scores for Japanese cultural influence 

given by respondents from the United States and 
South Korea. 

Further, skepticism is evident when respon-
dents were asked whether their countries share 
similar values with China. With the notable 
exception of Vietnam and to a lesser extent South 
Korea, majorities in the United States (68%), Japan 
(55%), and Indonesia (63%) all believe that their 
values converge either “a little” or to “no extent” 
with China.

China’s diplomatic influence, a key element of 
soft power, is not perceived by respondents to be 
as strong as portrayed in some studies and media 
reports. Only small minorities (9% to 25%) of 
respondents in each country outside China have 
heard at least “somewhat” of China’s concept of a 
“harmonious world,” despite considerable efforts 
by the Chinese government to popularize this idea 
since 2007. The question of whether China builds 
trust and cooperation among Asian countries elic-
its low ratings on a 0 to 10 scale from Americans 
(3.5), Japanese (4.6), and South Koreans (4.9). This 
puts China third or fourth among surveyed coun-
tries on this question.

China does not make up ground on political 
soft power. When asked whether China’s politi-
cal system serves the needs of its people, the 

Figure 4 – Ratings of China’s Soft Power:  
The View Is Better from the South

Average level of influence on a 0 to 1 scale when  
soft power questions are combined for five key areas 

(see Appendix A for questions included).
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mean score given by respondents is 5.1 or below 
on a 0 to 10 scale for all surveyed countries except 
Indonesia. Similarly, on a 0 to 10 scale of respect for 
human rights and the rule of law, with the excep-
tion of Indonesians (6.8), China receives low aver-
age ratings from Americans (2.7), Japanese (3.9), 
and South Koreans (4.5). 

The United States in Asia: Not Yet 
Trading Places with China

The Chicago Council/EAI survey also delivers 
some surprising findings about perceptions of the 
United States. While a number of polls conducted 
since the start of the Iraq war have found negative 
views of the United States,5 this survey finds that 
perceptions in Asia remain largely positive, with 
the United States appearing to remain the preemi-

5.  Pew Global Attitudes Project, June 27, 2007, http://
pewglobal.org/reports/display.php?ReportID=256.

nent influence in the region, ranking at or near the 
top of every soft power category (see Appendix A).

U.S. influence in the region extends deep 
beyond the policy level. The survey finds that 
U.S. influence informs the thinking of Asians on 
economic, cultural, and even human capital mat-
ters. In an era when Asia has turned swords into 
ploughshares (and silicon chips), public diplo-
macy and other forms of soft power are increas-
ingly important. The results of this survey show 
that the United States has a strong foundation for 
its future policy in the region.

A majority of Indonesians (58%) and plurali-
ties of Japanese (47%), Chinese (45%), and South 
Koreans (42%) believe overall U.S. influence in Asia 
has increased over the past ten years (see Figure 6). 
Majorities in Vietnam (76%), Japan (69%), China 
(66%), and South Korea (54%) see that influence as 
“somewhat” or “very” positive. Only in Indonesia, 
where perceptions of the United States’ role may 
be influenced by U.S. foreign policy in regions such 
as the Middle East, are responses more negative: 
A plurality (48%) of Indonesians say the United 
States has a “somewhat” or “very” negative influ-
ence in Asia.

Citizens in all the surveyed countries rank 
the United States as either the first or second most 
influential economic power in Asia and recognize 
it as their most important trading partner. The 
United States is given the highest mean score for 
importance as a trade and investment partner (see 

Figure 5 – Influence of Chinese Culture
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Figure 6 – U.S. Influence in Asia
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Figure 7) by South Koreans (8.5 on a 0 to 10 scale), 
Japanese (8.0), and Vietnamese (8.0). Chinese give 
both the United States and the European Union the 
same score (7.6), significantly ahead of what they 
give Japan (6.7) and South Korea (6.8). 

The survey results also indicate wide recogni-
tion of the influence of U.S. ideas on the benefits of 
free markets and open competition in the region 
as well as that the United States has the most com-
petitive economy of those included in the survey. 
The United States also receives the highest levels 
of support among Chinese, Japanese, and South 
Koreans as a partner for potential bilateral free 
trade agreements, with majorities of 63% to 84% 
in favor. 

American influence in Asia has strong roots. 
Since World War II, U.S. universities have educated 
several generations of Asian professionals and 
elites. American popular culture—movies, music, 
sports, designer goods—have penetrated deeply 
into Asian societies. The American democratic 
model has inspired many Asian societies as they 

transitioned from authoritarian to democratic 
political systems. The U.S. economy has been the 
main export market for Asian producers for many 
years. American missionaries have proselytized 
throughout Asia; Asian tourists continue to flock 
to the United States.

Even today, overwhelming majorities (96% to 
100%) in the five surveyed Asian countries believe 
that it is at least somewhat important for children 
in their country to learn English in order to suc-
ceed in the future. More Asians would choose the 
United States as either their first or second choice 
foreign destination for higher education for their 
children than any other option. Also, U.S. univer-
sities score the highest for their perceived quality. 

In another indicator of soft power, Asians gen-
erally consider U.S. public diplomacy in the region 
to be effective. On a 0 to 10 scale evaluating how 
effective the United States and China have been 
in promoting its policies to people in Asia (see 
Figure 8), Japanese (6.2), South Koreans (6.1), 
Indonesians (7.1), and Vietmanese (6.8) all see the 
United States as significantly more effective than 
China (4.8, 5.0, 6.6, and 6.7, respectively). 

Figure 7 – Importance of Economic Relations
Average rating by respondents in each country on how 

important economic relations such as trade and  
investment are to their country’s economy (0 to 10 scale).
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Figure 8 – Promoting Policies in Asia
Average rating by respondents in each country on how  

effective the U.S./China has been in promoting its  
 policies to people in Asia (0 to 10 scale)
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China-U.S. Relations: It’s Complicated

The relationship between the United States and 
China may be the most important bilateral rela-
tionship of the twenty-first century. It is certainly 
critically important to the future of Asia on both 
geostrategic and economic levels. At the govern-
ment level, the two countries are working together 
on a broad range of regional and global issues, 
including the North Korean and Iranian nuclear 
problems, counterterrorism, climate change, and 
stability across the Taiwan Strait. 

On the economic level, two-way trade in 2007 
totaled a staggering $387 billion, with the United 
States running an unprecedented deficit of $256 
billion. In January 2008 China held $492.6 billion 
in U.S. Treasury bills. More than 67,000 Chinese 
students studied in American universities in the 
2006-07 academic year, while more than 11,000 
Americans were resident on Chinese campuses. 

The bilateral relationship, however, is trou-
bled by trade and human rights issues, resource 
competition, and China’s growing military power. 
The Chicago Council/EAI survey finds that it is 
also troubled on the public level, with a worri-
some disconnect between American perceptions 
of China, which have deteriorated, and mostly 

positive Chinese perceptions of the United States. 
In addition, each has concerns about the other as 
a potential future threat in Asia.

Despite deep interdependence and coopera-
tion, the survey shows that Americans have very 
cool feelings toward China in both absolute and 
relative terms. On a 0 to 100 scale where 50 is neu-
tral, Americans give China a very low average rat-
ing of 35, down from 40 in 2006 and 44 in 2004 (see 
Figure 9). 

Americans clearly see China as a strategic 
competitor. On a 0 to 10 scale, they rate China’s 
military strength in Asia at 7.6, higher than they 
rate any other country in the survey. A consider-
able majority of Americans (70%) are either “very 
worried” (25%) or “somewhat worried” (46%) 
that China could become a military threat to the 
United States (see Figure 10).

Americans rate highly the international com-
petitiveness of China’s economy (7.7 on a 0 to 10 
scale), but they think it produces inferior prod-
ucts in comparison to Japan, the United States, 
and South Korea. While Americans believe China 
has the greatest economic influence in Asia, it is 
surprisingly not viewed as a more important trad-

Figure 9 – Feelings Toward China/U.S. 
Average rating of Chinese/American feelings  

toward each other’s country on a 0 to 100 scale. 
100 = Very warm, favorable feeling 

50 = Not particularly warm or cold feeling 
0 = Very cold, unfavorable feeling
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Figure 10 – Future Threats
Percentage in each country who are either  

somewhat or very worried that China/U.S./Japan  
could become a military threat in the future.
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ing partner for the United States than Japan or the 
European Union. In fact, 53 percent of Americans 
think that Chinese companies make a mainly 
negative contribution in the United States. 

A majority of Americans (53%) acknowl-
edge that China has a mainly positive influence 
in Asia, compared with 39 percent who think 
China’s regional influence is mainly negative. 
However, on specific regional security issues such 
as North Korea’s nuclear weapons program and 
China-Taiwan tensions, Americans believe China 
has been either “very” or “somewhat” ineffec-
tive in working to resolve the problems (50% and 
55%, respectively). 

Americans also consistently give China low 
mean ratings on a 0 to 10 scale for its respect for 
human rights and the rule of law (2.7) and its use 
of diplomacy to resolve problems in the region 
(3.8—see Figure 11). Americans also do not think 
they share a way of life with the Chinese: 68 per-
cent say they share “no” or “little” values in com-
mon with Chinese. Sixty-three percent think it’s 
only “slightly” or “not at all” important for their 
children to study Chinese. 

Chinese views of the United States are much 

more positive. Chinese give the United States an 

average rating of 61 on the 0 to 100 scale, much 

warmer than American feelings toward China and 

significantly higher than figure in 2006 (51—see 

Figure 9). Like Americans, Chinese believe that 

economic relations (trade and investment) with 

the United States are extremely important to their 

country’s economy (7.6 on a 0 to 10 scale—see 

Figure 7), tied for first with the European Union. 

A majority of Chinese (66%) think the United 

States is having a “very” or “somewhat” positive 

influence in Asia. On a series of 0 to 10 scales, 

Chinese respondents give the United States mod-

erately positive ratings on its use of diplomacy 

to resolve key problems in the region (6.0—see 

Figure 11), helping Asian countries develop their 

economies (5.9), and building trust and coopera-

tion among Asian countries (5.9). Surprisingly, 

63 percent of Chinese believe the United States 

has been either “very” or “somewhat” effective in 

managing tensions between Taiwan and China. 

On a range of other soft-power indicators, 

Chinese evince a very positive view of America. A 

plurality of Chinese (44%) would pick the United 

States as their first overseas choice for their chil-

dren’s higher education; 82 percent believe it is 

“very important” for their children to learn English 

in order to succeed in the future. On various 0 to 

10 scales Chinese express across-the-board admi-

ration for the quality of American science and 

technology (8.8), the appeal of its popular culture 

(7.5), the American entrepreneurial spirit (7.9), 

and a political system that serves the needs of its 

people (7.4). 

However, concerning security, 76 percent of 

Chinese are either “very” or “somewhat” worried 

that the United States could become a military 

threat to China in the future (see Figure 10).

Asia’s Future: New Hopes and 
Old Fears

Led by soaring trade, the connections among Asian 

societies have multiplied with remarkable speed 

Figure 11 – Use of diplomacy
Average rating by respondents in each country on  
how well the U.S./China uses diplomacy to resolve  

key problems in Asia (0 to 10 scale).
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and intensity over the past decade. From the sur-
vey it appears that these ties are leading to greater 
regionalism. Still, old tensions are visible beneath 
the surface, and concerns about future conflicts 
persist. In this context, the U.S. military presence 
in Asia is viewed by many as a stabilizing force.

East Asia is far from achieving the integra-
tion of the European Union, but the survey finds 
clear evidence of strong regional ties. In questions 
aimed at gauging regional and national identity, 
respondents in China, Japan, and South Korea 
identify with their own countries first, Asia sec-
ond, and East Asia third. No rating of identity is 
lower than 5.4 on a 0 to 10 scale (see Figure 12). 

Clearly, East Asians favor stronger ties with 
each other. There is widespread support among 
Chinese, Japanese, and South Koreans for fur-
ther regional trade liberalization, and a sur-
prising majority of Chinese and South Koreas 
favor political integration along the lines of the 
European Union. 

No potential bilateral free trade agreement 
among the three East Asian countries receives 
less than 53 percent support. There is also strong 
support for an intraregional Northeast Asian Free 
Trade Area to include China, Japan, and South 

Korea (70% to 86% in favor). If such a regional free 
trade area were formed, 56 percent of Americans 
indicate that the United States should be included. 
Yet in Asia, only Chinese support American inclu-
sion (67%). A majority (57%) of Japanese and of 
South Koreans are against it.

When asked if East Asian countries should 
integrate into and form a regional community 
similar to the European Union, a strong majority 
of Chinese are in favor (68%), suggesting prag-
matism over the benefits of economic and politi-
cal integration outweigh go-it-alone nationalism. 
South Koreans are even more in favor (71%), while 
Japanese are more skeptical, with only 40 percent 
in favor and 50 percent opposed (see Figure 13). 

Because of greater interdependence between 
East Asian countries, some experts hypothesize 
that the historical tensions between countries will 
give way to greater cooperation and make mili-
tary conflict unthinkable. But when asked directly 
whether greater trade and more cultural ties in 
East Asia have increased or decreased the possi-
bility of conflict in the region, only in South Korea 
is there a majority that says the possibility of con-
flict has “somewhat” (47%) or “very much” (12%) 

Figure 12 – Identity
Average rating by respondents in each country on how 

much they think of themselves as the following  
(0 to 10 scale).
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decreased. More than half of Chinese respondents 
believe it has “very much” (29%) or “somewhat” 
(29%) increased. In Japan, more respondents say 
greater ties have “somewhat” (36%) or “very much” 
(8%) increased the possibility of conflict, than say 
the ties have “somewhat” (34%) or “very much” 
(7%) decreased the possibility of conflict. 

Majorities or pluralities in every country6 are 
at least “somewhat worried” that China could 
become a military threat to their country in the 
future (see Figure 10). Despite Japan’s “peace con-
stitution,” majorities in China (62%), South Korea 
(66%), and Indonesia (58%) are worried that Japan 
may pose a future military threat to their respec-
tive countries (see Figure 10). The United States 
evokes some worry as well, particularly in Muslim 
Indonesia, where over 83 percent of the popula-
tion is at least “somewhat worried” about a future 
military threat from the United States. This view 
is likely affected by U.S. military actions in the 
Middle East in recent years. Even in Japan and 
South Korea, there is some concern, with 49 per-
cent of South Koreans and 43 percent of Japanese at 
least “somewhat worried” about the United States 
posing a future military threat to their countries. 

Despite these worries, majorities in South 
Korea (72%) and Japan (68%) believe that the U.S. 
military presence in the region increases stabil-
ity. This perception that the United States brings 
stability to the region may be explained by a belief 
that if the United States removed its armed forces 
from the region, this would spark a competi-
tive military build-up between China and Japan. 
Those who say such a scenario is at least “some-
what likely” total 89 percent in South Korea, 79 
percent in Japan, 75 percent in the United States, 
61 percent in China, and 57 percent in Indonesia 
(see Figure 14). 

Clearly, having a large U.S. presence in Asia 
balances the growing influence and power of 
China in the region. Asked if they favor or oppose 
their country supporting the United States in an 
effort to contain China’s rise as a great political 
and military power, 69 percent in Japan and 68 
percent in South Korea respond in favor. A slight  

6.  The question was not asked in Vietnam.

majority of Americans (51%) are in favor of a U.S. 
containment policy towards China.

Besides being feared for its growing mili-
tary power, China is not viewed as very effec-
tive in dealing with regional security problems. 
China receives relatively negative assessments of 
its effectiveness in helping to manage tensions 
between Taiwan and the mainland—55 percent in 
the United States, 62 percent in Japan and 53 per-
cent in South Korea rate it as at least “somewhat 
ineffective.” One encouraging finding, however, is 
the 64 percent of Chinese who agree that Taiwan 
has been “somewhat” or “very” effective in help-
ing to manage tensions. This percentage is second 
only to Chinese approval of their own country’s 
handling of the issue.

Similarly, when it comes to working to resolve 
the North Korea nuclear issue, a plurality in the 
United States (50%) and majorities in Japan (59%) 
and South Korea (56%) believe that China has 
been “somewhat” or “very” ineffective. Chinese, 
on the other hand, have a very positive attitude on 
the effectiveness of the members of the Six Party 
Talks. They have an especially positive view of 
North Korea, with 69 percent saying the country 
has been “somewhat” or “very” effective in resolv-
ing the issue. The United States is the only country 
about which majorities or pluralities in all other 
countries say it has been effective in resolving this 
nuclear proliferation problem. 

Figure 14 – China-Japan Arms Race
Percentage in each country who think it is somewhat  

or very likely that China and Japan would build up their 
militaries to compete with each other if the U.S.  

removed its armed forces from East Asia.
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China and Japan: Some Positive Signs 

The China-Japan relationship is critical to Asian 
stability and prosperity. For more than a century, 
when Sino-Japanese ties have been adversarial 
or strained, Asia as a whole has been unstable. 
Despite the ups and downs of political ties and 
diplomatic relations, commerce continues to bind 
the two nations together. 

Various opinion polls in both countries have 
shown strongly negative opinions of the other. 
The Chicago Council/EAI survey shows that while 
tensions still color bilateral perceptions, there are 
encouraging signs as well. Majorities of Japanese 
(62%) and Chinese (60%) view the other’s influ-
ence in Asia as either “very” or “somewhat” posi-
tive. Majorities in both countries (79% in China 
and 53% in Japan) support a bilateral free trade 
agreement. Additionally, 63 percent of Japanese 
and 59 percent of Chinese see the influence of the 
other country’s popular culture on their own as 
mainly positive. 

These findings are among a limited number 
of bright spots found in Japanese and Chinese 
opinions of each other, but they are nonetheless 
significant. From the 1990s to 2006, polls consis-
tently found that majorities in each country held 
negative views of the other. This partial softening 
may reflect rising bilateral trade, which hit $237 
billion in 2007, and improved bilateral diplomatic 
relations over the past eighteen months under 
Japanese Prime Ministers Abe and Fukuda.

South Korea’s Emerging 
Diplomatic Strength 

Not surprisingly, South Korea trails the United States, 
China, and Japan in most measures of influence 
since its economy, though growing rapidly, is smaller. 
However, the Chinese have high regard for South 
Korea’s regional diplomacy. They feel South Korea 
ranks ahead of Japan and on par with the United 
States in its use of diplomacy to resolve key problems 
in Asia, and ahead of both in terms of its respect for 
the sovereignty of other Asian nations, building trust 

and cooperation, and effectiveness in managing the 
problem of North Korea’s nuclear program. 

Americans and Japanese rank South Korea 
second on all these aspects of diplomacy, usually 
ahead of China. Japanese even rank South Korea 
slightly ahead of the United States in its respect for 
the sovereignty of other Asian countries.

The respect that China accords to South Korea 
is echoed and reciprocated in other areas, reflect-
ing the growing trade, investment, and diplomatic 
ties between the neighbors.

Popular Culture

Popular culture, one of the biggest U.S. exports, 
remains influential in Asia even amid signs of ris-
ing regional identity. On a 0 to 10 scale, respon-
dents give the influence of American movies, 
music, clothing, and cuisine on their own popu-
lar culture average ratings of 6.4 to 7.9 (see Figure 
15), putting the United States first in the eyes of 
all countries except Vietnam and China (where it 

Figure 15 – U.S. Cultural Influence
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narrowly trails South Korea, 6.4 to 6.5). Majorities 
of 60 to 83 percent rate that influence as “some-
what” or “very” positive in all countries surveyed 
except Muslim Indonesia, where 60 percent of 
respondents call the influence of U.S. popular cul-
ture “somewhat” or “very” negative.

Perceptions of the influence of Chinese pop-
ular culture are more mixed. On a 0 to 10 scale, 
respondents give the influence of Chinese mov-
ies, music, clothing, and cuisine average ratings 
of 4.6 to 7.6, putting China second or third in all 
countries except for Vietnam (where it ranks first). 
Majorities in Vietnam (80%) and Japan (63%) and 
pluralities in Indonesia (50%) and the United 
States (48%) say this influence is “somewhat” or 
“very” positive. A very slight plurality of South 
Koreans (45%) say this influence is “somewhat” or 
“very” negative. 

Conclusion: Great Powers in Asia

Clearly, China is recognized by its neighbors as 
the future leader of Asia, but its rise does not mean 
U.S. influence is waning, according to The Chicago 
Council on Global Affairs/EAI survey. Even as 
East Asian nations draw closer together economi-
cally and politically, the relationship between the 
United States and China will be vital to the region’s 
future. Whether that relationship will be one of 
partnership or competition—or a combination of 
these—is unclear. But the worrisome disconnect 
between American and Chinese views of each 
other suggest that more work needs to be done to 
improve understanding and cooperation. 
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Economic Soft Power

Survey 
Countries

U.S. soft 
power

China soft 
power

Japan soft 
power

South 
Korea soft 

power

U.S. —  .52 (2) .69 (1) .50 (3)

China .73 (1) — .68 (2) .67 (3)

Japan .70 (1) .57 (3) — .58 (2)

South 
Korea

.75 (1) .57 (3) .71 (2) —

Indonesia .73 (2) .73 (2) .77 (1) .66 (4)

Vietnam .80 (2) .70 (3) .81 (1) .68 (4)

Cultural Soft Power

Survey 
Countries

U.S. soft 
power

China soft 
power

Japan soft 
power

South 
Korea soft 

power

U.S. —  .56 (2) .72 (1) .51 (3)

China .66 (2) — .57 (3) .67 (1)

Japan .69 (1) .57 (3) — .61 (2)

South 
Korea

.66 (1) .54 (3) .59 (2) —

Indonesia .53 (3) .62 (1) .59 (2) .53 (3)

Vietnam .67 (4) .77 (1) .71 (3) .74 (2)

Diplomatic Soft Power

Survey 
Countries

U.S. soft 
power

China soft 
power

Japan soft 
power

South 
Korea soft 

power

U.S. —  .40 (3) .58 (1) .47 (2)

China .60 (2) — .52 (3) .61 (1)

Japan .56 (1) .44 (3) — .47 (2)

South 
Korea

.59 (1) .51 (3) .52 (2) —

Indonesia .69 (2) .69 (2) .72 (1) .65 (4)

Vietnam* .68 (2) .67 (3) .71 (1) .67 (3)

*Vietnam diplomatic index based solely on Q910: 
Government’s effectiveness of promoting policies in Asia.

Political Soft Power

Survey 
Countries

U.S. soft 
power

China soft 
power

Japan soft 
power

South 
Korea soft 

power

U.S. —  .34 (3) .67 (1) .51 (2)

China .68 (1) — .63 (3) .68 (1)

Japan .66 (1) .41 (3) — .57 (2)

South 
Korea

.75 (1) .48 (3) .67 (2) —

Indonesia .73 (2) .71 (3) .74 (1) .68 (4)

Vietnam* — — — —

*Not rated

Appendix A: Soft Power Indices

Average level of influence on a 0 to 1 scale when soft power questions for each category are combined, fol-
lowed by rank. See page 15 for survey questions included in each index and page 3 for an explanation of how 
the indices are calculated. For complete survey questions and results, visit www.thechicagocouncil.org.
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Human Capital Soft Power

Survey 
Countries

U.S. soft 
power

China soft 
power

Japan soft 
power

South 
Korea soft 

power

U.S. —  .55 (2) .69 (1) .46 (3)

China .87 (1) — .68 (2) .61 (3)

Japan .83 (1) .58 (2) — .57 (3)

South 
Korea

.87 (1) .64 (3) .75 (2) —

Indonesia .91 (1) .74 (3) .80 (2) .64 (4)

Vietnam .89 (2) .80 (4) .91 (1) .82 (3)

Questions included for each index 
Economic

Q80:	 Importance of economic relations
Q90:	 Likelihood of buying products made in 

certain countries
Q110:	 Desirability of free trade agreements to 

lower tariffs
Q220:	 Economic influence of countries in Asia
Q291C:	 Helping Asian countries’ economic 

development
Q291E:	 Countries provide humanitarian 

assistance
Q347A:	 Companies’ contributions in own 

country
Q795A:	 Competitiveness of countries’ economies
Q795H:	Countries provide opportunities for 

workforce
Q795J:	 Countries’ level of entrepreneurial spirit
Q795K:	 Countries possess leading multinationals 
Q850:	 Quality of countries’ products

Human capital/tech/ knowledge

Q780:	 Importance of languages to future success
Q795B:	 Countries’ level of education
Q795C:	 Countries’ advancement in science and 

technology
Q795L:	 Countries’ quality of universities

Cultural

Q680:	 Spreading of countries’ cultural influence 
good/bad

Q681:	 Level of influence of popular culture
Q685:	 Influence of countries’ cultures positive 

or negative
Q790:	 Frequency of watching movies/televi-

sion and listening to music from other 
countries

Q795D:	Appeal of countries’ popular culture
Q795E:	 Countries’ richness of cultural heritage
Q795F:	 Attractiveness of country as a tourist 

destination

Diplomatic

Q291A:	 Use of diplomacy to resolve key problems 
in Asia

Q291B:	 Respect for sovereignty of other Asian 
nations

Q291D:	Building trust and cooperation among 
other Asian countries

Q291E:	 Provide assistance in humanitarian 
crises

Q291F:	 Provide leadership in international 
institutions

Q360:	 Effectiveness in resolving North Korea’s 
nuclear weapons problem

Q370:	 Effectiveness in managing China-Taiwan 
tensions

Q910:	 Government effectiveness in promoting 
policies to people in Asia

Political

Q291G:	 Respect for human rights and rule of law
Q795G:	Political system of country serves the 

needs of its people

Note:	 Questions 240, 345, 750, and 905 were not 
included because they referred specifi-
cally to U.S. and Chinese soft power
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United States

The survey of the United States was conducted by 
Knowledge Networks (KN), a polling, social sci-
ence, and market research firm in Menlo Park, 
California. The survey was conducted between 
January 17 and February 6, 2008, with a total 
sample of 1,029 American adults who had been 
randomly selected from KN’s respondent panel 
and answered questions on screens in their own 
homes. The margin of sampling error is approxi-
mately plus or minus 3.1 percentage points.

The survey was fielded using a randomly 
selected sample of KN’s large-scale, nationwide 
research panel. This panel is itself randomly 
selected from the national population of house-
holds with telephones. These households are 
subsequently provided Internet access for the 
completion of surveys (and thus the sample is not 
limited to those in the population who already 
have Internet access). The distribution of the 
sample in the Web-enabled panel closely tracks 
the distribution of United States Census counts 
for the U.S. population eighteen years of age or 
older on age, race, Hispanic ethnicity, geographi-
cal region, employment status, income, educa-
tion, etc. Post-stratification weights are applied to 
the sample based on gender, age, race, education, 
region, metro area, and Internet access to adjust 
for any nonresponse or noncoverage biases. The 
panel is recruited using stratified random digit 
dialing (RDD) telephone sampling. RDD pro-
vides a nonzero probability of selection for every 
U.S. household with a telephone. Households that 
agree to participate in the panel are provided with 
free Web access and an Internet appliance (if nec-
essary), which uses a telephone line to connect to 
the Internet and uses the television as a monitor. 

For more information concerning the methodol-
ogy of the U.S. sample, please visit the KN Web site 
at www.knowledgenetworks.com.

China

The survey of China was conducted by the interna-
tional polling firm Globescan. The survey was con-
ducted between January 25 and February 19, 2008, 
with a total sample of 1,237 respondents. All inter-
views were conducted by telephone in Chinese. 
The sample has a margin of error of plus or minus 
3 percentage points. The sample is nationally rep-
resentative of those eighteen years of age or older 
and was drawn by a stratified multistage sampling 
method. All thirty-one provinces were divided 
into three strata according to their geographical 
location and their Human Development Index 
(HDI). The sample was weighted to represent the 
2005 census, which indicated that 43 percent of 
Chinese people live in cities or towns and 57 per-
cent of people live in villages.

Japan 

The survey of Japan was also conducted by the 
international polling firm Globescan. The survey 
was conducted from January 16 to 29, 2008, with 
a total sample of 1,000 respondents. All interviews 
were conducted by telephone in Japanese. The 
sample has a margin of error of plus or minus 3.1 
percentage points. The sample is nationally repre-
sentative of those eighteen years of age or older. 

South Korea

The survey of South Korea was conducted by Han-
Kook Research Company for the East Asia Institute 

Appendix B: Methodology



17A S I A  S O F T  P O W E R  S U R V E Y  2 0 0 8

and The Chicago Council on Global Affairs. The 
survey was conducted between January 22 and 
February 5, 2008, with a total sample of 1,029 
respondents. All interviews were conducted face-
to-face in Korean. The sample is nationally repre-
sentative of those nineteen years of age or older. 
The survey employed multistage quota sam-
pling of South Korea’s administrative divisions: 
Seoul Metropolitan Area, Busan City, Daegu City, 
Incheon City, Gwangju City, Daejun City, Ulsan 
City, Gyeonggi Province (Do), Gangwon Province, 
Chungbuk Province, Chungnam Province, 
Junbuk Province, Junnam Province, Gyeongbuk 
Province, Gyeongnam Province (Jeju Island was 
excluded based on its low percentage of the total 
South Korean population (1.1%), its remote loca-
tion, and the high costs required to survey in the 
area). Respondents were randomly chosen from 
among the fifteen administrative divisions based 
on known age and gender distributions from 
the 2005 Korean Resident Registration Census. 
Post-stratification weights were applied based on 
region, gender, and age.

Vietnam

The survey of Vietnam was conducted by the 
international polling firm Globescan. The survey 
was conducted between February 22 and March 
8, 2008, with a total sample of 1,000 respondents. 
All interviews were conducted face-to-face in 
Vietnamese. The sample has a margin of error of 
plus or minus 3.1 percentage points. The sample is 
nationally representative of those eighteen years 
of age or older. Only residents in and around major 
cities were sampled because it was considered 
unfeasible to properly sample the rural areas of 
Vietnam. Some questions asked in other countries 
that were considered sensitive were not included 
in the Vietnamese sample. 

Indonesia

The survey of Indonesia was conducted by 
Synovate. The survey was conducted between 
January 19 and 29, 2008, with a total sample of 

811 respondents and a margin of error of 3.5 per-
centage points. All interviews were conducted 
face-to-face among those eighteen years of age or 
older. The survey employed a national probability 
sample conducted in both urban and rural areas 
covering approximately 87 percent of Indonesia’s 
population. The sample was weighted by region, 
gender, and age.
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The Chicago Council on Global Affairs, founded 
in 1922 as The Chicago Council on Foreign 
Relations,  is a leading independent, nonpartisan 
organization committed to influencing the dis-
course on global issues through contributions 
to opinion and policy formation, leadership dia-
logue, and public learning. The Chicago Council 
brings the world to Chicago by hosting public pro-
grams and private events featuring world leaders 
and experts with diverse views on a wide range of 
global topics. Through task forces, conferences, 
studies, and leadership dialogue, the Council 
brings Chicago’s ideas and opinions to the world. 

Christopher Whitney, executive director for 
studies at The Chicago Council on Global Affairs, 
served as project director. David Shambaugh, 
director of the China Policy Program at the 
Elliott School of International Affairs, George 
Washington  University, served as senior project 
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