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Abstract
New Zealand’s Pacific Reset, a significant shift in New Zealand’s foreign policy towards the Pacific Islands region, was 
launched in 2018 by the government of Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern. The Pacific Reset emphasises engagement, partner-
ships, and collaboration, and a greater focus on soft power, public diplomacy and people-to-people measures. It has resulted 
in an increase in New Zealand public diplomacy in the Pacific, including a new broadcasting initiative, and enhanced 
domestic public diplomacy. The language and objectives of the Pacific Reset replicate key characteristics of the New Public 
Diplomacy, which is frequently distinguished from the ‘old’ on the basis of two way engagement. This article argues that 
whilst the Pacific Reset seeks to reflect the ethos of the New Public Diplomacy, in practice, New Zealand’s Pacific public 
diplomacy is a mixed bag. In a contested and crowded strategic and public diplomacy environment, putting into practice a 
New Public Diplomacy demands a greater focus on listening.
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The Pacific reset and New Public Diplomacy

This article assesses the extent to which the public diplo-
macy of New Zealand’s foreign policy initiative, the Pacific 
Reset—which emphasises engagement, partnerships, and 
collaboration, and a greater focus on soft power, public 
diplomacy and people-to-people measures—reflects the 
engagement ethos of the New Public Diplomacy, a model 
frequently distinguished from the ‘old’ on the basis of two 
way engagement.

New Zealand’s Pacific Reset, launched by the govern-
ment of Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern, has been described 
as “the most significant shift in policy towards the Pacific 
Islands region in decades.” (Powles and Powles 2018, p. 2). 
A Pacific Reset Cabinet paper notes that it aims to address a 
“dizzying array of problems” in the region and an increas-
ingly contested strategic environment, both of which are 
eroding New Zealand’s influence and challenging its abil-
ity to pursue its interests in the region (Office of the Minister 
of Foreign Affairs 2018, p. 1). New Zealand’s place is in the 

Pacific, the Cabinet paper says. The Pacific is the region in 
which New Zealand matters the most, wields the most influ-
ence and has the most impact, and there is a unique and sub-
stantial overlap between New Zealand’s domestic and for-
eign policy New Zealand’s engagement in the Pacific Islands 
region, the Cabinet paper notes, is driven by its Pacific iden-
tity, national security and shared prosperity. New Zealand’s 
new foreign policy approach includes building deeper, more 
mature political partnerships; enhancing the effectiveness of 
Pacific regional organisations; ensuring New Zealand gov-
ernment decision-making on domestic policies considers 
the implications for the Pacific Islands region; and applying 
five ‘principles of engagement’ to New Zealand agencies’ 
activities in the Pacific, including understanding, friendship 
and mutual benefit (Office of the Minister of Foreign Affairs 
2018, p. 1). There is a specific focus on soft diplomacy, 
public diplomacy and people-to-people measures. This is to 
be expected; New Zealand sees itself as having a soft power 
advantage through its close family, historical, constitutional 
and other links. Tokelauans, Cook Islanders and Niueans 
have New Zealand citizenship, and each has a constitutional 
relationship with New Zealand. Samoa, a former New Zea-
land trust territory, and Tonga, have extensive family and 
other ties with New Zealand. The Pacific Reset is supported 
by an extra $150 million of additional operational spending 
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over 4 years for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
(MFAT) and additional funding for New Zealand’s aid pro-
gramme of $714 million over a four-year budget cycle.

The reference to an increasingly contested strategic envi-
ronment primarily refers to the New Zealand government’s 
perception of a growing, and unhealthy, increase in Chinese 
influence in the Pacific. The Pacific Reset lists Australia, 
China, the United States, France, the European Union, 
Japan and Taiwan as those partners, along with New Zea-
land, with the most influence in the Pacific Islands region. 
It also notes, however, that New Zealand needs to influence 
Pacific Island countries to pursue their interests in a way 
that promotes New Zealand values and “mitigates the risks 
posed by partners with quite different value sets.” (Office of 
the Minister of Foreign Affairs 2018, p. 6). New Zealand is 
not the only country to have recently recalibrated its Pacific 
policy. In 2018, Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison 
announced the Pacific Step-up. As part of the initiative, a 
new Office of the Pacific, headed by a former Australian 
High Commissioner to New Zealand with Pacific experi-
ence, has been established within Australia’s foreign minis-
try. Indonesia announced its Pacific Elevation in 2019. The 
UK began its Pacific Uplift strategy in 2018, under which 
it opened three new High Commissions (in Samoa, Tonga 
and Vanuatu), and India’s Act East Policy seeks to expand 
its foreign policy focus into the region. The remit of China’s 
Belt and Road initiative certainly extends into the region. 
Nine Pacific Forum member countries—Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, 
Vanuatu, the Cook Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, 
Papua New Guinea, Niue and New Zealand—have agreed to 
cooperate with the Belt and Road Initiative (Pacific Islands 
Forum Secretariat 2019). This plethora of Pacific foreign 
policy recalibrations suggests that the Pacific also likely to 
be an increasingly contested public diplomacy environment.

A New Public Diplomacy

The language of the Pacific Reset replicates key terms within 
the concept of the New Public Diplomacy. As the concept’s 
name implies, it represents a change in the nature of public 
diplomacy. D’Hooghe argues that the new concept repre-
sents a

theoretical paradigm shift… from traditional state-cen-
tered, and hierarchically organized public diplomacy 
to a network or ‘new’ public diplomacy that involves 
a wide variety of actors and promotes dialog [sic] 
and collaboration. In the traditional model, the state 
— often the foreign ministry — monitors the interac-
tions between domestic and international policy envi-
ronments, and public diplomacy is characterised by 

top-down information flows and a focus on strategic 
and mass communication. (D’Hooghe 2015, p.18)1

Scholars writing about the New Public Diplomacy distin-
guish the new from the old in a number of ways, including 
two way engagement, a term which encompasses dialogue, 
partnerships, listening and collaboration (other character-
istics include more, especially non-governmental, actors; 
social media and a greater connection between the domestic 
and the international). Two-way engagement is contrasted 
with one-way transmission or monologue. Pamment argues 
that the New Public Diplomacy represents “a break from 
‘broadcasting’ models and takes advantage of social media 
to establish two-way engagement with the public” (Pamment 
2013, p. 3). Melissen, whilst recognising a lack of concep-
tual clarity in the debate about new public diplomacy, notes 
however that public diplomacy today is “increasingly based 
on listening to ‘the other’, that it is about dialogue rather 
than monologue, and it is not just aimed at short term pol-
icy objectives but also at long term relationship building.” 
(Melissen 2015, p. 441). Writing about the “terrain of the 
new public diplomacy”, Cull notes the expanding number 
of actors, the speeding up and diffusion of communication, 
the connection between the domestic and the international, 
and collaboration (Cull 2019, p. 15). Hall, writing about 
India’s public diplomacy, emphasises India’s history of dia-
logue and exchange (both of which are two-way), and its new 
focus on new audiences, dialogue and social media (Hall 
2012). In practice, as Zaharna notes, there is unlikely to be a 
clear delineation amongst practitioners of public diplomacy 
between the ‘old’ public diplomacy i.e. one-way transmis-
sion of messages, and the ‘new’ (Zaharna 2009). Cowan and 
Arsenault argue that public diplomacy entails three layers: 
monologue, dialogue and collaboration, and each is essential 
“at certain times and under certain situations.” (Cowan and 
Arsenault 2008, p. 11). D’Hooghe’s definition implies the 
same, a mixture of informing and engaging.

It is particularly interesting to note, when considering 
New Zealand’s recent Pacific public diplomacy in practice, 
D’Hooghe’s observation that a gap has emerged between 
the “academic and theoretical ideals of public diplomacy 
and public diplomacy in practice” (D’Hooghe 2015, p. 21). 
The idea of two way engagement is central to New Zealand’s 
approach, and is fine in theory, especially when a new per-
mission space provides diplomats with the authority to be 
less risk averse. In practice, however, a two-way engage-
ment approach reduces diplomats’ control, particularly over 
messaging. And if you are collaborating with partners, it is 
harder to insist that your viewpoint must prevail. The new 

1  D’Hoogue (2015) provides an excellent analytical framework of 
public diplomacy, and an extensive literature review.
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world of public diplomacy is less predictable. Interestingly, 
despite an assumption that the blurring of the demarcation 
between the domestic and the international may take New 
Zealand diplomats out of their comfort zone, those New Zea-
land diplomats who provided their insights as part of this 
research seemed to enjoy this aspect of their work.

Recent New Zealand public diplomacy 
in the Pacific

Aspects of New Zealand public diplomacy examined below 
have been selected primarily because they encompass signif-
icant new or distinguishing areas of focus for MFAT. These 
include values, the new Pacific broadcasting initiative, social 
media, and the close link between domestic and international 
public diplomacy. Information draws on publicly available 
New Zealand government papers and documents, interviews 
with New Zealand diplomats based in Wellington and Auck-
land, and with the CEO of Pacific Broadcasting. It is impor-
tant to acknowledge that the paper is limited to the New 
Zealand perspective, particularly views of the New Zealand 
government (as gleaned from official, publicly-available, 
papers) and of New Zealand diplomats. The views about 
New Zealand of Pacific leaders and others is touched upon, 
but a thorough exploration of Pacific views on the nature and 
impact of New Zealand public diplomacy represents a rich 
vein for future research.

Public diplomacy is now regarded by New Zealand’s for-
eign ministry as an important element of its Pacific work. 
It has a dedicated public diplomacy team in Wellington, 
a small group of which is based in the ministry’s Pacific 
Development Group, which oversees the New Zealand aid 
programme and its Pacific-related foreign policy. Public 
diplomacy officers were appointed in four of its thirteen 
Pacific posts as a result of the Pacific Reset.2 Those leading 
MFAT’s Pacific public diplomacy recognise that MFAT’s 
public diplomacy is, in some respects, “a voyage of discov-
ery,” as its work moves from a former reactive and some-
times ad hoc approach to one that is more proactive and 
strategic.3 There is an effort underway to articulate this stra-
tegic public diplomacy; its objectives, audiences, desired 
outcomes, impacts, and modes of communication, and to 
better merge the various public diplomacy strands. The 
approach is more nuanced now: MFAT is looking for impact, 
for New Zealand and for the Pacific—in partnership. There 
is consensus on the changed diplomatic environment within 
which MFAT does its work. It is recognised that MFAT, as 

with other foreign ministries, is no longer the central man-
ager of information, policy and relationships concerning 
New Zealand’s foreign policy.

MFAT’s public diplomacy now operates within a new 
‘permission space.’ Under the government of prime minister 
Jacinda Ardern and the, until recently, deputy prime minister 
(and foreign minister) Winston Peters, New Zealand diplo-
mats felt encouraged to pursue public diplomacy initiatives 
in support of the Pacific Reset’s objectives, including activi-
ties or initiatives which might previously have been seen 
as risky.4 This is part of a wider change towards shifting 
New Zealand’s overall aid delivery approach in the Pacific 
from a donor—recipient model to a mutual benefit model, 
which was underway before the Pacific Reset policy was 
applied. The MFAT update on Pacific Reset actions at the 
end of its first year notes that “the core message that New 
Zealand is a partner, and not just a donor, has resonated 
and enabled frank conversations about policy priorities 
and challenges.” (New Zealand Cabinet Office 2018, p. 2). 
MFAT is seeking to advance New Zealand’s interests and 
those of Pacific countries, and, as part of the overall tone of 
the Pacific Reset, is wishing to raise the profile and role of 
Pacific nations in collaborations when this is feasible. This 
change is reflected in the way in which New Zealand aid in 
the Pacific is branded; the intent is to emphasise that projects 
are ‘owned’ by the Pacific, with the involvement of New 
Zealand, one of many Pacific nations.

New Zealand’s Pacific public diplomacy incorporates 
social media work, both from its head office and through 
each diplomatic post, which has its own Facebook, Insta-
gram and Twitter feeds. Aside from press work related to the 
ministry’s international operations i.e. recent press releases 
by the ministry concerning the temporary closure of some 
posts due to COVID-19, the ministry has a media role for 
the Minister of Foreign Affairs, the Minister of Trade and 
Export Growth, and two parliamentary under-secretaries. 
New Zealand’ public diplomacy now includes broadcasting, 
with the recent establishment of Pasifika TV (this element is 
discussed in depth below). There are regular visits by New 
Zealand political leaders to the Pacific, including the annual 
Pacific Mission headed by New Zealand’s foreign minister, 
which meets a wide range of audiences when traveling. At 
diplomatic posts, a low budget but effective way of reaching 
audiences is through grants under the Head of Mission Fund 
held by each post. Each post also organises or is involved in 
a range of outreach activities. These include Waitangi Day 

2  In Apia, Samoa; Nuku’alofa, Tonga; Suva, Fiji; and Port Vila, in 
Vanuatu.
3  Interview with New Zealand diplomat, 20 February 2020.

4  At the 2020 New Zealand General Election held in October, Win-
ston Peters lost his seat. His replacement as New Zealand’s foreign 
minister, announced on 2 November 2020 by Prime Minister Jacinda 
Ardern, is Māori MP Nanaia Mahuta, the niece of the Māori Queen, 
the late Te Arikinui Dame Te Atairangikaahu.
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commemorations, school visits and speeches.5 Some diplo-
mats regard the work of development volunteers employed 
and deployed by Volunteer Service Abroad and the work of 
the New Zealand police, and other similar agencies, as part 
of New Zealand’s public diplomacy.

Most diplomatic posts in the Pacific and elsewhere under-
take cultural diplomacy activities and events. This activity 
includes sport, exchanges, workshops, conferences, perform-
ing and visual arts (including kapa haka), literature, film 
and food. Larger projects and initiatives are sometimes sup-
ported by other government agencies, for instance, Creative 
New Zealand’s Pacific residencies. The Pacific Memorial 
at the Pukeahu National War Memorial Park in Wellington, 
designed by New Zealand artist Michel Tuffery, has been 
jointly funded and managed with New Zealand’s culture 
ministry. A press release notes that the

Pacific Islands Memorial will represent New Zealand’s 
enduring friendship with the Pacific Islands and the 
service of Pacific Islanders who fought for New Zea-
land in the two World Wars and later conflicts. The 
design depicts a bronze conch shell, a symbol deeply 
rooted in Pacific cultures. (Ministry for Culture and 
Heritage, 2020)

Commenting on the memorial, a senior New Zealand 
diplomat has noted that projects such as the memorial are 
two way “…as they have to be. You just cannot develop a 
pan-Pacific memorial without talking to all Pacific nations’ 
diplomats.”6

Key characteristics and themes 
in the context of the Pacific Reset

Objectives, and the role of interest and values

MFAT’s Pacific public diplomacy is undertaken to advance 
New Zealand’s interests, advance New Zealand’s values (and 
what New Zealand stands for, in the words of the Pacific 
Reset) and raise New Zealand’s profile.

It seeks to advance New Zealand’s interests through 
influencing public diplomacy target audiences because it 
believes publics in the Pacific can influence domestic pol-
itics in the Pacific. The values cited by MFAT diplomats 
included democracy; human rights; equality and especially 
gender equality; governance; transparency; respect for law 
and the international rules-based order; fairness; the notion 

of environmental guardianship (in New Zealand, this is fre-
quently cited as a Māori concept kaitiakitanga, or guardian-
ship). One diplomat, commenting on New Zealand values, 
noted that New Zealand and the world of diplomacy are 
being challenged globally, and that New Zealand’s values 
are one of its soft power strengths. “New Zealand does 
its public diplomacy in a natural way. We are liked in the 
Pacific. We have a style which is respected. A kiwi way. A 
humility, and the Māori notion of ‘standing alongside.’”7 
The Pacific Reset is seen as a cultural change for New Zea-
land, a move towards a pan-Pacific (rather than New Zealand 
specific) approach to issues. Public diplomacy provides an 
opportunity to “give Pacific people a voice”, especially in 
climate change. One diplomat stressed the close relationship 
between New Zealand and Pacific nations: “the important 
thing for New Zealand in the Pacific is that they know us; we 
have been there a long time and will be in future; we have 
extraordinary connections (sport, churches, diaspora, study 
and so on). And of course cultural connections.”8 New Zea-
land may not be quite as liked, and its style as respected, as 
New Zealand diplomats think. Hayward-Jones for instance, 
writing about geo-strategic competition in the Pacific, refer-
ences the comment by the Samoan Prime Minister Tuilaepa 
that he considered “China a better friend to Pacific countries 
than the United States”, and that “China filled a gap that 
Australia and New Zealand could not by being flexible about 
aid delivery.” (Hayward-Jones 2013, p. 7).

Public diplomacy, when used as a tool to raise New Zea-
land’s profile, does so to raise or update countries about 
New Zealand; counter increased competition for attention; 
and increase the profile of development activities to enhance 
their take-up (“communicating development is good for 
development outcomes”9). There is also a domestic profile-
raising goal. For one diplomat, the problem which New Zea-
land public diplomacy sought to solve was first, the issue of 
domestic social licence—ensuring that within New Zealand 
there remains political buy-in to the aid programme and for-
eign policy—and second, to engage with Pacific communi-
ties in New Zealand to make sure they can be involved.10

Broadcasting

One of the most significant recent developments undertaken 
by MFAT has been the establishment of Pasifika Television 
(PTV). Set up in 2015, PTV’s remit initially was to help 
fill a gap in content for Pacific based broadcasters. Many 
are hampered by limited resources and a shortage of skilled 

6  Interview with New Zealand diplomat, 14 February 2020.

7  Interview with New Zealand diplomat, 14 February 2020.
8  Interview with New Zealand diplomat, 14 February 2020.
9  Interview with New Zealand diplomat, 12 February 2020.
10  Interview with New Zealand diplomat, 14 February 2020.

5  Waitangi Day is New Zealand’s national day, commemorating the 
signing of the Treaty of Waitangi on 6 February 1840 in Waitangi, in 
the north of New Zealand.
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journalists and content makers. Content on PTV is gifted to 
it by New Zealand broadcasters, including the state owned 
(but commercially run) Television New Zealand (TVNZ). A 
large proportion of PTV’s programming comprises news and 
current affairs, including nightly New Zealand news, sports 
and factual programmes. The broadcaster has agreed not to 
broadcast news or other content that may be seen as poten-
tially influencing an election outcome two weeks prior to an 
election in a Pacific country. PTV is based in the offices of 
TVNZ (but independent of it). TVNZ is contracted to man-
age the technical aspect of PTV’s broadcasting. MFAT sees 
the channel as a strategic resource that can improve knowl-
edge in the Pacific about themes of importance to New Zea-
land and Pacific nations. These include for instance fisheries 
and health. Whilst PTV’s initial role as a filler of content 
gaps very much continues, a key focus now is on building 
capability in Pacific broadcasting entities, drawing on an 
extensive set of close relationships with Pacific broadcasters. 
In 2018, for instance, a programme of internships for broad-
cast technicians and journalists saw 16 staff from 12 Pacific 
broadcasters undertake two-week placements with New Zea-
land media operators. According to PTV’s CEO, Natasha 
Meleisea, PTV’s results measure the broadcaster’s impact, 
using a mix of measures such as the number of hours of 
content shared amongst Pacific broadcasters and how much 
training has been provided to Pacific journalists, writers, 
producers etc.11 The end goal is to have in place the capabil-
ity within the Pacific for the Pacific to be able to produce 
all its own content, including pan Pacific events such as the 
Pacific Games, or, for instance, to produce an international 
feed of Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat events, independ-
ent of New Zealand or other countries.12

For Meleisea, PTV plays an important role in the Pacific 
for several reasons. First, it contributes to the development 
of a strong media in Pacific societies. In this sense PTV is a 
vehicle for advancing the generally agreed on New Zealand 
values of freedom of expression, a free press, and democ-
racy. Second, by contributing to the work of broadcasters in 
Pacific countries, PTV helps preserve Pacific cultures and 
languages, and for Pacific countries to present to their people 
their own local voices. Third, the sharing of Pacific stories 
throughout the Pacific by Pacific broadcasters engenders and 
supports pan-Pacific identity and cohesion.

The broadcast by PTV of New Zealand’s daily televi-
sion news programme in the Pacific has meant occasional 
unfavourable coverage of Pacific leaders and governments. 
A case in point was the coverage of the Samoa measles epi-
demic by New Zealand journalist Barbara Dreaver, which 
at times was critical of the Samoan government’s handling 
of the crisis. It is worth noting in this context that New Zea-
land’s television broadcasters usually have very little cov-
erage of the Pacific on their news programmes, although 
this changed at the time of the Samoa epidemic. An occa-
sional news item critical of Pacific leaders and governments 
seems not to concern MFAT. One senior New Zealand dip-
lomat noted that support for a strong media in the Pacific 
is very much putting into practice the New Zealand values 
of transparency and democracy—it demonstrates New Zea-
land values and how New Zealand would like the world to 
run. PTV is more akin to a development organisation than a 
broadcaster. Although it has a clear public diplomacy role, 
presenting aspects of New Zealand foreign policy, values, 
society and culture to Pacific audiences, its rationale has 
developed into one of capability development.

Social media

MFAT’s public diplomacy has a strong emphasis on social 
media—Facebook, Instagram and Twitter—an emphasis 
which, whilst underway before the Reset, has ramped up 
since. Several diplomats working in this area, to underline 
the reach of social media in the Pacific, noted that 50% of 
internet traffic in the Pacific concerns Facebook. Each dip-
lomatic post has its own Facebook page, and uses Instagram 
and Twitter. There is a strong recognition that the power 
of social media has changed: it is now seen as a powerful 
instrument for transmitting messages to new and hard to 
reach audiences. It has been highly effective for MFAT, par-
ticularly in times of crises—for instance the Samoa measles 
epidemic—but also to explain what New Zealand is doing on 
issues such as climate change. Social media is less suited for 
large organisations as a mode of two-way communication; it 
is difficult if not impossible to read and answer all feedback. 
This aside, social media does provide a form of engagement, 
and this is particularly true when one compares foreign min-
istries several decades ago. It does not concern MFAT that 
social media’s capacity for two-way communication is lim-
ited. Not all the feedback received through the social media 
channel is of value, and it takes time to respond to it.

The close link between domestic and international 
public diplomacy

There are very significant demographic ties between New 
Zealand and Pacific nations. Tokelauans, Niueans and 
Cook Islanders have New Zealand passports. By 2026 it is 

11  Natasha Meleisea (CEO, Pasifika Television), interview with the 
author, 20 March 2020.
12  A next stage of the evolution of PTV is for the content to be avail-
able digitally i.e. online and via streaming services. The extent of 
coverage of digital services in the Pacific is dependent on the connec-
tivity of Pacific countries to the Internet via international submarine 
cables. The New Zealand aid budget is providing support for a cable 
to link to Tokelau, the Cook Islands and Niue, the so-called Realm 
countries of New Zealand.
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projected that Pacific Peoples will comprise 10% of New 
Zealand’s population, compared to 7.4% in 2013 (Ministry 
for Pacific Peoples, 2020). The family, cultural, language, 
trade, security, diplomatic and other ties between New Zea-
land and the Pacific are now so strong as to compel one 
New Zealand diplomat to describe domestic and interna-
tional public diplomacy with regard to this region as ‘the 
same thing.’ This close relationship means that MFAT’s 
public diplomacy has a strong focus on domestic audiences, 
particularly New Zealand’s Pacific population. A new team 
was established in MFAT’s Auckland office as a result of 
the Reset to expand domestic outreach to Pacific (and other) 
communities in New Zealand’s largest city, and to do so 
explicitly on the basis of enhanced engagement. The team 
is comprised primarily with those with Pacific ancestry. 
Responsibilities of team members are divvied up by sec-
tor (i.e. trade, culture) and region (i.e. Melanesia, a region 
which has traditionally been less well understood in New 
Zealand foreign policy circles than Polynesia). The office 
organises regular updates with Pacific leaders and communi-
ties on its work and on foreign policy issues. There are sev-
eral objectives of connecting with these domestic audiences.

First, because of the intensity of connections between 
communities in New Zealand and in the Pacific (for instance 
the Niuean community in New Zealand is more than ten 
times larger than the Niuean community in Niue), MFAT 
sees one way to convey messages about New Zealand aid 
or foreign policy to those living in the Pacific, is to convey 
these to the New Zealand-based community, and assume that 
the message will travel to the islands. The measles epidemic 
is a case in point: it made no sense, given the level of travel 
between Samoa and New Zealand, to treat public diplomacy 
as an international practice, and leave out domestic audi-
ences in New Zealand.

Second, there is the matter of what one New Zealand dip-
lomat termed the policy loop: ensuring that New Zealand’s 
foreign policy is informed by the views of Pacific commu-
nities in New Zealand, as well as Pacific nations and their 
communities.13 Foreign policy settings need to be cognisant 
of the implications of policy on those affected, and New 
Zealand’s foreign policy has an impact on New Zealand’s 
Pacific communities, whether that be on trade, security, 
social policy, health, climate change and so on.

Third, the connections between domestic New Zealand 
audiences and audiences in the Pacific are seen as providing 
another method of promulgating New Zealand values: New 
Zealand’s commitment to a free press and to democracy, 
for instance, are the values of New Zealand Pacific commu-
nities, and these communities can promote these values to 
their families and through their connections. Fourth, there is 

now an emphasis in MFAT and the wider public service on 
diversity. Public diplomacy helps diversify MFAT’s staff by 
connecting MFAT with New Zealand’s diverse Pacific com-
munities, and therefore with potential staff members, and by 
showing, as is the case with MFAT’s Auckland staff, that 
MFAT does have within its ranks Pacific New Zealanders. 
Finally, public diplomacy, as noted above, helps communi-
cate the value of aid to New Zealanders. MFAT recognises 
that the huge increase in aid demands greater communica-
tion about why this has been decided and how the money 
is to be spent.

Discussion

The Pacific Reset has ensured resources are available for 
MFAT to undertake more public diplomacy in the Pacific. 
There are more staff working on Pacific-focused public 
diplomacy. The increased content and collaboration by Pasi-
fika TV can be directly attributed to the Pacific Reset, as can 
the increase in domestic public diplomacy. There have been 
more visits to the region by New Zealand political leaders. 
This increased public diplomacy occurs within the context 
of a broad foreign policy intention to change the relationship 
with the Pacific to that of equal partners and to strengthen 
relationships with Pacific countries “in order to work col-
laboratively on strategic challenges and opportunities in the 
region” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2019, p. 27). 
More resources have been important, but so too has been 
the change in the ‘permission space’ within which MFAT 
operates, which has freed up the Ministry to be much more 
active, creative and energetic with its Pacific-focused pub-
lic diplomacy. Any foreign ministry must work within the 
political system within which it is embedded, and this sys-
tem naturally imposes limits. Under the government headed 
by John Key, which ended in 2017, the foreign minister, 
Murray McCully, was renowned for keeping a tight rein on 
MFAT’s communication channels. Under the government of 
Jacinda Ardern, elected in 2017, the foreign minister Win-
ston Peters was widely regarded as being very supportive of 
diplomats and of MFAT, and diplomats felt empowered to 
pursue public diplomacy initiatives, including those which 
might previously have been seen as risky.

The Pacific Reset’s specific focus on soft diplomacy, 
public diplomacy and people-to-people measures, com-
bined with the policy’s emphasis on engagement, through 
dialogue and collaboration with a range of partners, is very 
much in keeping with the ethos of the New Public Diplo-
macy. In practice, MFAT’s Pacific public diplomacy in the 
Pacific Reset is a work in progress, and a mixed bag. The 
ramped up domestic engagement, particularly in Auckland, 
is concerned with dialogue and relationship building. On 
the face of it, the New Zealand broadcasting channel might 13  Interview with New Zealand diplomat, 14 February 2020.
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be assumed to be the epitome of the broadcasting model 
(a term used to suggest one-way communication), but in 
practice PTV’s work is as much about capability and rela-
tionship building with Pacific broadcasters as it is showing a 
New Zealand face in the region. The record of two-wayness 
is mixed in the cultural diplomacy sphere. Some of New 
Zealand’s Pacific cultural diplomacy has been very much 
one-way promotion of New Zealand, such as for instance 
showing off to Samoa New Zealand’s rugby world cup. Cul-
tural diplomacy activity is by its very nature two-way (an 
audience is invariably engaged in some way). However, the 
level of engagement varies: a film screening offers very lit-
tle opportunity for dialogue or collaboration, and the same 
might be said of non-interactive exhibitions. There is a sense 
however, of a move within MFAT towards more pan-Pacific 
cultural diplomacy events, in which New Zealand is one of 
many participants. Despite an assumption that social media 
is inherently two way, it is difficult to see this characteristic 
in MFAT’s social media work. It uses this channel of com-
munication to impart information rather to establish engage-
ment and dialogue. Broadly, there was little evidence in the 
feedback through interviews that the social media work of 
MFAT at head office and at diplomatic posts is about dia-
logue rather than transmission.

Diplomats at MFAT head office think that its public 
diplomacy since the Pacific Reset has been successful at 
opening MFAT up to the public and connecting it to commu-
nities they had not previously reached. But the broad view is 
that whilst the aim is to move away from transmission, and 
much has been done to widen audiences and ensure connec-
tions are more strategic and effective, the ministry has “not 
yet quite reached the Nirvana of engagement.”14

The move in MFAT’s Pacific public diplomacy towards 
a goal of engagement reflects the changed international 
environment the ministry works within and the number of 
issues and problems that demand international collaboration. 
The Pacific is a perfect example of this: addressing climate 
change, the sustainability of fisheries, trans-national crime, 
health crises and so on just will not work without substantial 
and meaningful collaboration. However, the main impetus 
for a move towards engagement is a change in New Zea-
land’s perception of its capacity to remain as relevant in 
the Pacific as it needs to. In a speech on the Pacific Reset, 
foreign minister Winston Peters specifically noted that the 
South Pacific has become an increasingly contested stra-
tegic space, that New Zealand’s voice has been weakened 
during the past decade, and that if New Zealand is not there 
some other influence else will be (New Zealand Government 
2018). References to the increasingly contested strategic 
space by Peters, and in the Pacific Reset policy statements, 

highlight the limits of New Zealand’s new foreign policy 
approach, and the capacity of Pacific public diplomacy to 
fully represent a new version of the practice. Despite all 
the talk of understanding, friendship, mutual benefit, soft 
diplomacy, public diplomacy and people-to-people meas-
ures, and New Zealand being “respectful of Pacific Island 
countries’ clear wish to manage their own international 
relations” (Office of the Minister of Foreign Affairs 2018, 
p. 6), New Zealand may need to change its fundamental 
mindset to the Pacific Island countries if it is to increase its 
influence in the Pacific. New Zealand sees the increasingly 
contested strategic environment as a problem for Pacific 
countries, because they may choose the wrong partner i.e. 
China, a partner which fails to share the right value set, and 
which Pacific countries are ill-equipped to deal with. The 
Secretary-General of the Pacific Islands Forum, Dame Meg 
Taylor, disagrees. In a 2019 speech, Taylor notes that Forum 
leaders place great value on open relationships and a ‘friend 
to all approach’ and see closer relations with China as an 
opportunity, especially access to the huge Chinese market 
that this represents. She rejects the terms of the dilemma in 
which the Pacific is given a choice between a “China alter-
native” and the Pacific’s traditional partners (Taylor 2019, 
p. 1).

In a contested and crowded strategic and public diplo-
macy environment, perhaps the best way to put in practice 
public diplomacy which adheres to the engagement ethos 
of the New Public Diplomacy is to listen to Pacific voices, 
and connect the lessons and insights of these voices, heard 
through engagement, to practice.
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