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“[I]f the European Union is serious about taking a greater role in the world affairs it will require a public diplomacy capability to match. … For the Union to prosper it must project a positive image of itself to opinion formers and to the ‘man in the street’ both within and beyond its borders.”

This long-standing EU diplomatic ambition has to confront several challenges, not least the dilemma facing the introduction of the European External Action Service in the wake of the Irish “No” vote on the Lisbon Treaty on 12th June 2008. European elites, and even much of its media, articulate the EU’s presumed global influence in areas as diverse as climate change, poverty reduction and the world economy. But are these self-images shared beyond the EU’s borders? Has the mythical stereo-type of Europe as just an economic “Fortress” finally been exorcised? 

This paper, part of a project on the Perceptions of Europe in the Asia-Pacific supported by the Institute of European Democrats- IED, presents evidence on the images that are actually held by the general public and key national policy- and decision-makers in six Asian locations: Japan, South Korea, mainland China, SAR Hong Kong, Thailand and Singapore. In addition, the chapter compares the visions of the EU as a meaningful domestic counterpart held by these two societal groups – the public and the stakeholders – and explores explanations for both their similarities and significant differences. 

In contrast to trans-Atlantic and trans-Pacific ties, the EU-Asia link has typically been a less popular topic of academic research
 and under-valued by decision- and policy-makers both in Asia and the EU.  French Defence Minister Herve Morin, for example, when addressing Asian decision-makers at the Shangri-La Dialogue in June 2007, noted that that while Europe will become “full players” in the region, Asia itself should stop “considering Europe as a second-ranking power”.
  On the other hand, Europe, despite a relatively recent reactivation of EU-Asia dialogues since the 1990s, still attracts comparatively limited interest in Asia.
 Thus, the value of this chapter is twofold. First, it contributes to the scholarship on EU-Asia relations; and second, it also addresses the stakeholders in both continents and argues the necessity of prioritising the relationships between Asia and Europe beyond merely the economic level. Evidence-based social science research is crucial to the facilitation of an intellectual discussion of how Asia and Europe interact with each other, to fostering a professional, culturally sensitive dialogue and to enhancing understanding between the two civilizations.

The history of EU-Asia dialogues is cluttered and often smeared by misconceptions and misunderstandings.
  Nevertheless, there is still a visible lack of empirical and highly systematic comparative research both in Asia and the EU that attempts to investigate perceptions and images of each other. This chapter tackles this scholarly deficit by analysing responses of the general public survey conducted in the six Asian locations in 2008 involving 2,400 respondents, as well as responses of 170 semi-structured face-to-face interviews with national stakeholders (see the following section for methodological details). 

The study of the EU’s external perceptions is a new contribution to the burgeoning field of EU external relations – namely, the studies of the EU’s actions, goals, and capabilities in the field of foreign policy and of the EU’s international and foreign policy identity as a function of these actions.
  An empirically based analysis of outsiders’ views of the EU offers the European Self a rare opportunity to revisit its self-understanding.  Indeed, only by encountering the Other, the Self is able to learn about its own limitations and learn if and how to overcome them. A systematic and objective (as opposed to anecdotal and superficial) analysis of the external perceptions coherently embraced by the internal stakeholders and the public may lead to changes in how the EU acts in the foreign policy arena, how it presents its international actions to the internal and external publics, how it conceptualizes foreign policy and how citizens evaluate successes and challenges and the consequential effect upon European integration. 
One nascent aspect of the EU’s external relations is the conduct of public diplomacy that can connect with the ‘man in the street’ and with national opinion formers. According to Lynch,
 public diplomacy efforts encompass communication and information strategies, research into foreign perceptions and attitudes, and cultural and educational actions. Recent studies are unanimous in their conclusion that EU public diplomacy is in an embryonic state and faces numerous challenges.
 Partially, these challenges stem from a lack of sufficient funding and appropriate staff training.  However, a greater difficulty comes from the overall confusion as to who actually represents the EU internationally – a confusion which is hardly new
 as well as aggravated by disjointed actions from the EU’s many national and supra-national actors. With perceptions by and attitudes of the Others being a key component of public diplomacy, this study offers EU political practitioners a large and informative dataset and objective scholarly analysis of the external views on the EU in one specific region – Asia. Moreover, this study offers two additional unique insights: firstly, it investigates opinions on the EU held by ordinary people (a rare focus in foreign policy studies, especially in comparison with the more common research of ‘elite’ opinion); and secondly, it compares public and stakeholders’ opinions between each other and across six locations. 

METHODOLOGY

Data analyzed in this chapter comes from the trans-national comparative project “The EU through the Eyes of Asia” conducted by local research teams in six Asian locations– four in North-East Asia (Japan, South Korea, mainland China and SAR Hong Kong) and two from South-East Asia (Singapore and Thailand). The comprehensive research design combines three main interrelated components – first, analysis of the EU’s images in the daily coverage in the national news media discourse; second, identification and analysis of public opinion on the EU; and third, identification and analysis of the views on and attitudes towards the EU among national stakeholders. 
A public opinion online survey was drawn from a national panel. For each location, the survey was conducted in the mainstream local language
 and nationally stratified according to predetermined categories (age, gender, education, income). With the sample size of 400 per location, the margin of error was ±4.9%.
 Nationally significant key stakeholders (described here by the term ‘elites’) were interviewed individually, face-to-face, using a semi-structured protocol and on-record formats. Conducted in the native language, each interview lasted approximately 45 minutes in length.
 The sample included representatives from four cohorts – political, business, civil society and media stakeholders. In total, the survey of the stakeholders’ opinions comprised 44 politicians (involving members of the local Parliaments representing different parties and government officials); 40 businessmen (members of official business networks such as national business round tables and Chambers of Commerce and leading exporters to the EU); 42 civil society representatives from various non-government and non-state organizations both of international and local status; and finally 45 media gatekeepers (news editors, editors-in-chief, television news directors, leading journalists). These cohorts reflected key groups with their own specific stakes in relations with Europe, and who are also among the primary targets for the EU’s public diplomacy. 
Methodologies of collecting and analyzing public opinion and elite opinion data were different – an online administered questionnaire with 20 closed-ended questions and only five open-ended ones in the former case, contrasted with the face-to face in-depth elite interviews with only two closed-ended questions but 15 open-ended options.  These methodological choices were appropriate and to be expected taking into account the nature and goals of the exercises – the collection of aggregate opinions from multiple respondents at the national level in the case of the public opinion survey, compared with the collection of detailed and heavily contextualized information from the key-informants in the case of stakeholder interviews. However, importantly, from the inception of the project, both questionnaires included a number of parallel themes designed to permit comparative analysis. Among these many comparative themes were: the EU’s perceived importance in relation to other global powers; EU issues seen as impacting the locality the most; spontaneous images of the EU; personal contacts with Europe; and lastly, sources of information about the EU.  The comparative perceptions findings for each of these themes are discussed in the following section.

THE FINDINGS

(Stereo)typical spontaneous images

Respondents in both groups were asked what immediate images sprung to mind when they were asked to consider the “European Union” – those symbols, ideas or mental constructs that defined the EU for them. These public and elite galleries of spontaneous images of the EU included several common intertwined visions, covering perceptions as varied as integrating and unifying Europe, the euro, and the EU as an economic powerhouse (see Tables 1 and 2).  In somewhat of a contrast with the EU’s widely publicized internal self-perceptions, both Asian general publics and stakeholders frequently associated the EU with the on-going successful unification of the European continent and deeper integration of the Union. The ability of the Europeans to overcome narrow domestic interests and build supra-national regional unity was positively evaluated by both groups of respondents. 

Table 1. Spontaneous images of the EU (stakeholders)

	
	Japan
	South Korea
	Singapore
	Hong Kong
	Mainland China
	Thailand

	1
	EU unity/ Integration
	euro
	EU unity/ integration
	euro
	Economic power/ Economic unity
	Civilization/ Culture/ Art/ Standards of living

	2
	European politics/ Governance/ Policy (environment)
	Tradition/ History/ Culture
	EU as an economic power
	EU Flag
	euro
	Economic power/ Economic unity

	3
	euro
	EU Flag
	UK, France, and Germany
	EU unity/ Integration
	World power/ Regional power/ Unity of strong powers
	Political actor (balance to USA, democracy)

	4
	Values/ Diversity/  Culture
	Economic bloc
	Cultural centre with long tradition
	Civilization/  Diversity
	Tradition/ History/ Culture


	EU unity/ integration/ 


Table 2. Spontaneous images of the EU (general public)

	
	Japan
	South Korea
	Singapore
	Hong Kong
	Mainland China
	Thailand

	1.
	euro
	EU unity/ integration
	EU unity/ integration
	euro
	euro
	Individual countries

	2.
	EU unity/ integration
	euro
	euro
	trade
	Enlargement /internal
	Economic power

	3. 
	Individual countries
	Individual countries
	Economic power
	EU unity/ integration
	EU unity/ integration
	Trade

	4.
	Disparities/ unfairness
	Exceptionalism/ problems
	Individual countries
	Individual countries
	trade
	euro


* Shading represents the two themes of the euro; and, EU unity/ integration.

The experience of European integration was also noted to be a valid reference point, and sometimes even a model, for Asia’s nascent construction of a region. This was the most commonly cited image by both the Singaporean public and elites. Japan’s stakeholder sample gave EU unity a similarly high ranking, while Japanese public opinion placed this EU perception second. In Hong Kong, both the general public and the elite ranked this EU image third. Only in China and Thailand was the perception of the EU as a positive example of integration less widely held. This response was not among the top four images for Chinese elites or for the Thai public. The Chinese public opinion survey rated this characteristic third, as did the Thai elites. 

The theme of on-going integration was also reflected in another frequently mentioned image of the EU – the euro. It was seen as emblematic of continuing and successful political integration (even though not all EU Member States have yet to adopt the common currency). In addition to this political dimension, the euro also symbolised the EU’s economic might for the respondents. Seen by the public to be a leading currency recognizable and respected globally, the euro was viewed by the elites to be a credible alternative to the more recently volatile US$, a promising investment alternative, and a realistic option as both a trading and as a reserve currency. The picture from Thailand, however, was again somewhat out of kilter with the general Asian consensus on the euro as representative of the EU. The general publics of Japan, South Korea, Singapore, China and Hong Kong all ranked the euro as the dominant or second most commonly-held EU image: in Thailand the common currency came fourth. Similarly, only Thai and Singaporean elites did not regard the Euro as one of the top four elite images.

Visions of the EU as an economic and trading giant, already associated through the perceptions of the euro, were among the most visible spontaneous associations in general. However, in both samples, these images carried an ambiguous assessment, which varied between appreciation of the EU’s huge market (and often synonymous with new trading opportunities) and the somewhat more menacing power of the EU as an economic bloc able to shape the global trading rules to its best advantage. Thus, for example, South Korean, Chinese and Thai elites tended to share these more negative associations of Europe’s economic power.
Unsurprisingly, the study also registered certain differences between the public and stakeholder groups of respondents. Public opinion turned out to be more aware of the EU in terms of a collection of individual states. The EU’s “Big-3” – the UK, France and Germany – were among the most immediate associations of the Union for the general public everywhere other than in China. Stakeholders also prioritized this vision in Singapore, but elsewhere, this was not the dominant perception. Instead, the EU, in this case being synonymous to Europe, was seen to constitute a culturally sophisticated trend-setter influencing the global community – European values, art, civilization, history, heritage and traditions were noted by all elites, with this characteristic given particular emphasis in Thailand. For those with still a lingering fascination with the defunct EU Constitutional Treaty will be disappointed that the contentious use of the EU flag hardly registers in Asia: only the South Korean and Hong Kong elites used this symbol as their reference point for the EU and it did not feature anywhere in the general publics’ mind. The “Ode to Joy” has apparently had even a weaker cognitive impact in Asia.

The Bertelesmann Stiftung Survey of 2007 conducted in nine countries
 identified a list of actions which were seen by the ordinary people as attributes of a superpower.  Priorities were assigned to fighting climate change, international terrorism and poverty.  These were followed by the calls to overcome “wars, the scarcity of natural recourses, religious conflicts and weapons of mass destruction”.
  It was interesting to compare these functions against the Asian perceptions of the EU’s actions. As discussed above, the EU’s economic, trading and financial profiles repeatedly appeared in the gallery of the Union’s stereotypical images in Asia. However, many of the EU roles that would be consistent with the Beterlesmann list remained under the radar for Asian public and elite opinion. Views of the EU as the world’s largest Official Development Assistance donor, the EU as a social standards promoter, the EU as an international human rights advocate and the EU as an environmental cause champion were typically absent. 

Despite this patchy and rather narrow stereotypical vision of the EU in the six Asian contexts studied here, a specific positive image of the Union also surfaced – the impression of the EU as an integrating and unifying entity which was often interpreted as a potent source for international public good. Lafer once claimed that the European integration process was “a silent response to well-known problems in the international system, in which war and peace traditionally alternate”.
  He contends that the EU’s ability to prioritize common interests, tackle inequalities of power and resources and to overcome various conflict and disputes peacefully makes the Union “an international public good”. This current survey of spontaneous impressions of the EU revealed, and confirmed, that a voluntary and peaceful integration process in a previously warring and conflicting continent has become a powerful point of recognition for Asian public and elite opinions on Europe. 

Importance
 

For all of the six Asian cases studied, the European Union constitutes a major external partner. The EU is China’s leading trading partner ahead of both the USA and Japan.
 Typically, for Hong Kong
 and Singapore
 the EU ranks as the second most valuable trade relationship (behind mainland China and Malaysia respectively), with Korea
  and Thailand
 ranking the EU third in their trade statistics. The EU is the third largest in Japan’s imports and second in its exports.
 But this objective assessment of the economic importance of bilateral ties with the EU was not accurately reflected in the survey findings.

Similarities between the pubic and elite visions of the EU were found when assessing the perceived importance of the Union for the individual Asian economies in relation to other prominent regions. In both the present and in the future, the EU was not seen as a very important counterpart – the respondents assigned its position between fourth and sixth place. Three other geo-political centres – the USA, Asia as whole and North East Asia (China and Japan) in particular – were seen by the local publics and elites to be the more significant for their localities. Various political, historical, cultural and geographical factors could be brought to ground these particular reflections. In this case, it was interesting to compare the EU’s perceived importance with that assigned to Russia, another “also-ran” in the race for importance.  Russia, an increasingly assertive global power located in the vicinity of several of the studied locations, was consistently ranked as less important than the EU by both the stakeholders and the public. Arguably, in this case geographical proximity did not outweigh the negative perceptions of Russia’s ideological and economic differences from Asia. The geographically and culturally distant EU, on the other hand, was typically seen as the more appropriate counterpart for Asia. These empirical findings stand in contrast to those of the 2007 Bertelsmann survey of pubic opinion in nine countries (one of which was Russia and three EU Member States) which found that the EU was regarded as only the fifth ranked superpower in the world - after the USA, China, Russia and Japan.  

However, the German poll did observe an upward dynamic in the perception of the EU’s future importance – from the fifth to fourth position on average.  In the Asian survey, a similar trend of upgrading the EU’s perceived importance in the future was noted in the general public polls in Japan (from sixth to fourth position), Singapore (from sixth to fifth rank) and mainland China (from the second to first). In South Korea, Thailand and Hong Kong the level remained constant – fourth in the first case, and fifth in the latter two. 

According to another poll conducted by the US German Marshall Fund, the overwhelming majority of the Europeans -- 90% -- have expressed their support for the EU to take a greater responsibility on the world stage.
 However, a bigger global role and implied impact is only possible if the foreign counterpart is perceived to be able to demonstrate power and match the external expectations of this power (something first discussed by Hill some fifteen years ago as “capability-expectations gap”
 and more recently reinterpreted by Tsuruoka as an “expectations deficit”
).  In the former case, it is argued that a gap exists between the external expectations of the EU and the insufficient capacity by the EU to meet these expectations; thus, the expectations of the EU in the international arena remain low despite its growing weight and influence as an international actor. It is suggested that this particularly modest vision of the EU’s importance among Asian public and stakeholders -- namely, the EU as “a second fiddle with a few string missing”
 -- fundamentally clashes with the EU’s own self-image of being at the forefront of the social and environmental world agenda and of being able to influence the world multilateral order. Unless international dual personality is sustainable, these two visions do seem mutually exclusive.

These findings suggesting that the EU is lagging behind in importance were evident in five of the six Asian cases in this study. Only responses in mainland China explicated a somewhat different pattern. The EU was recognized by the general public to be currently the second most important partner, and strikingly, the most important future partner. It is intriguing to see that local elites echoed this perception and reported the EU sometimes leading in terms of importance, and sometimes giving up the lead, but then only to the USA.  This identified perception seems to confirm Charles Grant’s observation about the rising power of China, which takes a benign and patient attitude towards the EU, believing that “the EU will grow in geopolitical stature”.
 In response, with China being more often cast as a leader on the international stage, the EU has been courting China assiduously (sometimes at the expense of other Asian actors).  Arguably, as reflected through the official designation of the EU by the Chinese Government as their “No. 1” global partner, the Sino-European dialogue has started paying dividends – whatever the cause, Chinese popular and elite visions of the EU’s importance were distinctly different from all other Asian cases and proffer long-term implications for the Union. 

Specific issues that impact on the EU dialogue

A relatively narrow list of the EU’s economic actions was seen by the general publics as impacting on the six different Asian locations the most.  Respondents almost universally highlighted the EU’s impact as involving its role as a trading partner, actions in the area of anti-trust legislation, participation in the World Trade Organisation (WTO) Doha round, as well as the European Central Bank’s (ECB) influence on world markets and the euro (see Table 3). Apparently, the six Asian general publics continue to see the EU as a proverbial “economic giant”, whose actions are of major consequence to local interests.

For the general pubic in mainland China, the five leading EU issues impacting the country all concerned the EU’s role as an economic actor. The first “political issue” to have an impact registered only in sixth place, namely “EU-ASEAN relations”.  Understandably, the EU-ASEAN dialogue was among the five most highly ranked issues in the two ASEAN countries – Singapore and Thailand.  The EU’s dealings with the USA entered the top five rankings in Japan and South Korea, while EU relations with China (economic and political) were noted by the public in Hong Kong, Japan and Singapore.  

Table 3: Public perceptions of the most important EU issues impacting locally*

	
	Mainland China
	Hong Kong
	Japan
	South Korea
	Thailand
	Singapore

	1
	EU dealings with China
	EU dealings with China
	EU role in the WTO Doha Round
	EU dealings with the US
	EU anti-trust legislation
	EU as a trading partner

	2
	EU as a trading partner
	EU as a trading partner
	ECB and influence on world markets
	EU as a trading partner
	EU as a trading partner
	EU dealings with China

	3
	ECB and influence on world markets
	ECB and influence on world markets
	EU dealings with China
	Euro
	ECB and influence on world markets
	EU-ASEAN relations

	4
	EU role in the WTO Doha round 
	Euro
	EU dealings with the US
	EU role in the WTO Doha round
	Euro
	ECB and influence on world markets

	5
	EU anti-trust legislation
	EU anti-trust legislation
	Euro
	EU anti-trust legislation
	EU-ASEAN relations
	EU role in the WTO Doha round


* Cells with darker background present EU issues with ‘political’ flavour

Similarly to the views held by the general public, the stakeholders’ responses were uniformly dominated by the perception of the EU’s economic activities as exuding the greatest impact. With the EU constituting one of the three largest trading partners for each location in this study, it is hardly surprising to discover that the issue of trade was mentioned the most frequently.  It is also understandable that respondents from each location illuminated different aspects of this dominant perception. For example, representatives of the mainland China stakeholder cohorts often framed EU-China trading issues in terms of conflicts around anti-dumping legislation, quotas, high-tech trade and the EU’s inflationary pressure on the Chinese currency.  Their counterparts from Hong Kong uniquely viewed their trading interactions with the EU in the context of the triadic trading relations between Hong Kong, China and the EU. For Korean stakeholders, the progress of the EU-South Korea FTA was seen as have the greatest impact for Korea. In Singapore, EU investments into their economy, as well as the possibility of an EU-Singapore FTA, were highlighted the most. The impact of EU investments was also noted by Thai interviewees, who commented that post-coup political instability in Thailand could deflect European investors away from this South-East Asian country. The Thai elites also noted the impact of the EU regulations on Thai agricultural trade in terms of food safety and quality standards. The euro was mentioned prominently as an issue of substantial impact across all locations in this study, and in Japan this perception was particularly striking.  

Again, in parallel to the general public opinion findings, the perception of the EU’s political issues exercising impact locally were muted compared with economic issues and actions. The EU ban on arms sales to China and EU enlargement were among the more visible political perceptions in mainland China. The EU contribution to the security dialogue with North Korea was specifically noted by South Korean respondents. For Hong Kong, visa-free access to the EU was raised in the interviews. In the Japanese case, the impact of the Union’s environmental actions was particularly highlighted, and this perception was one of the most visible ones in the other five locations. Singaporean, Korean and Hong Kong elites also shared a common perception of the EU being able to exert influence over Asian nations through its cultural, educational, technological and scientific exchanges.

One of the most alarming findings, however, was a common pattern detected in responses across all six Asian contexts –a significant number of the interviewed stakeholders were unable to identify any EU issues that had an impact on their location! This finding appears indicative of a poor communication strategy by the EU focusing on successes and challenges with regard to the domestic interests. This deficit of information may ultimately lead to a growing ignorance and indifference towards the EU among the decision- and policy-makers in the six Asian societies.

State of relationship

Predominantly, respondents from the public opinion surveys defined the relationship between the EU and their locality as being “steady” -- 74% in Japan, 72% in Hong Kong, 68% in Singapore, 64% in South Korean 54% in Thailand (although just 48% in mainland China).  Reflecting this status quo bias, the notion of “improving relations” was consequentially low in some locations on average – 11% in Japan or 14% in Hong Kong, for example. In contrast, 44% of the mainland China respondents saw the relations between the two partners as improving, while Singaporean (22%), Korean (30%) and Thai (31.5%) citizens also had a clear vision that relations were improving. Of course, different conclusions can be drawn from this finding: that EU relations were previously quite poor with improvement almost the only possible option; or that improved relations were building on existing high levels of satisfaction.  More conclusively, the highest percentage of responses which registered a perception of a deteriorating relationship was found in Thailand – albeit it just 7% of the sample. In all other locations this category oscillated between 0.8% (mainland China) and 2.8% (South Korea).

A similar picture was noticed in the analysis of the stakeholder interviews – predominantly, the relationship was seen as steady. Yet this perception often bordered on the notion of stagnation, a characteristic especially visible in the Japanese and Hong Kong cases.  For example, in Hong Kong, many interviewees could not identify any key issues which would strengthen or worsen the relationship. In Japan, the findings strongly indicated that EU-Japan relations were not considered problematic by respondents, but nor was the relationship seen as improving positively. 

Sources of information about the EU

Both the general public and national elites reported that the mass media was their major source of information on the EU.  This finding is hardly surprising – as Galtung and Ruge noted more than four decades ago, “the regularity, ubiquity and perseverance of news media will in any case make them first-rate competitors for the number-one position as international image-former”.
 More recently Neuman et al., have echoed this observation noting, “[p]eople learn from their media encounters – perhaps, not a lot each time, but the result of a habit of news attention is an accumulation of political information.”
 The general public named television news bulletins as the most frequently accessed media for gaining information on the EU; newspapers were the second most popular source, followed by the Internet and television programmes in general. Such a heavy dependency on local television newscasts raises some questions about the depth and range of EU information available – supplementary perceptions studies have demonstrated that television prime time news in the Asia-Pacific region typically broadcast a minimal number of news items reporting the EU.
  
Interestingly, national stakeholders displayed different behaviour and preferences when it came to accessing the mass media for information on the EU.  First, they chose reputable newspapers (both of national and international standing). Second, they mentioned specialized publications (such as their local European Commission Delegation Newsletter) and Internet sites (often specifically mentioning the Europa site or their local Delegation WebPages). While television news was also among the top choices, the interviewees preferred to access the available international news channels (e.g. BBC, CNN, NewsAsia).  It is worth noting that among the most frequently read print media by the elites there were several prestigious English-language outlets, such as The Economist, The New York Times, The Guardian, The Financial Times, The Wall Stress Journal, etc. Such Anglo-American publications are widely known for carrying perceivable euro-sceptic attitudes, often openly, and these media biases may possibly influence the EU perceptions held among Asian elites exposed to these sources. 

Personal contacts

Finally, this comparative analysis examines the personal connections between Asian citizens with Europe as a potential source of perception formation. Predictably, the public surveys showed a high percentage of people who reported no personal contacts with any EU Member State individual, group or entity. This was the most frequent response in Japan (67%), Singapore (56%), South Korea (54%), and Thailand (52%) and the second most frequent response in Hong Kong (44%). When respondents did report involvement with the Member States, then the UK stood out as the nation with the most contact (with 45% in Hong Kong, 34% in Thailand, 33% in Singapore, 27% in Korea, 15% in Japan), followed by Germany, then France, with Italy fourth in the list of the most contacted countries.   

As expected, national policy- and decision-makers in this study were better travelled and more connected to Europe than the general public. Most of the interviewees in the six locations fell into the two categories – either those with frequent and regular contacts with Europe (noticed in the majority of business responses) or those with occasional contacts (found in many cases for political and civil society responses). Only a minority of the combined sample reported infrequent contacts or even a lack of any (and these were mostly among media respondents). In addition to European professional contacts at their home locations, most of the respondents travelled to Europe for professional or personal purposes; some had been educated in Europe; some had friends and/or members of family living there and several mentioned having European friends. In other words, the majority of the elites in our sample were not only well travelled and well informed about the EU, but had first-hand experience of dealing with that part of the world. 

CONCLUSION

It was noted by a European scholar that “Europe needs to come of age. We need to stop complaining about what others are doing to the world, and start thinking for ourselves. We want a can-do foreign policy, where European power is put at the service of European values”.
  This ambitious action plan is only possible if a key element of interaction with important counterparts is acknowledged, identified, measured and analysed – in particular, the external perceptions of the EU. 

This analysis began with the assertion that the European Self can benefit from a systematic and empirical account of the Others’ views of itself. This argument, however, can be extended to suggest that the intersection between the European Self and the Asian Other is also rich with insights about the Other – these specific reflections on the European Self reveal some particular features displayed by the Asian Other.  For instance, Asia’s recurrent vision of the EU as an economic giant and powerhouse exerting a global influence may relate to strong societal priorities given to economic development within Asia. It may also indicate a growing Asian self-perception of being a group of economic ‘tigers’ and ‘dragons’ able to compete with the continent which once used to be a colonial superior in the region. 

Strong associations of the “the EU” with the concepts of unity and integration may indicate that regional integration is yet another priority albeit a contentious between the six Asian societies. As Asia experiments with various regional designs – ASEAN, ASEM, ASEAN+3+3, the East Asian Summit to list just a few -- Europe’s experience could be useful. It seems that both the general public and national elites are aware of the EU’s expertise in this matter, and in fact appear generally more positively disposed to the benefits of integration than EU citizens themselves. In contrast, the relatively muted elements within Asia’s vision of the EU (among both the public and the elite) – EU efforts in the fields of the international human rights, developmental aid and environmental protection – may also indicate that societal discourses inside Asia are not stressing these aspects in their own internal rhetoric.  In this case, a rising profile of the EU’s environmental persona could be interpreted as an image “ripening” in parallel to the rise in environmental consciousness within Asian societies.

This multifaceted interface between auto- and hetero-images is argued here to be of value to the studies of the EU’s foreign identity as well as the Union’s action and capabilities in the external domain.  There are certain striking similarities among the systemically identified perceptions across the six very different Asian locations, which suggest that the primary expectations of the EU in Asia relate to economic actions – and this is an area where the EU is perceived to deliver these raised expectations.  ‘Political’ images of the EU as an international leader in both the public and elite samples generally seem to illustrate Hill’s famous “capability – expectations gap”. In particular, the international public seems to register and expect concrete outcomes from the Union’s external actions - the EU contribution to the Korean Peninsular crisis, the EU dialogue with the USA, or with ASEAN were mentioned specifically. Yet, the limited range of those images as well as their relative infrequency when compared with ‘economic’ images, leads to the conclusion that the EU has not yet exercised its capacities to the full to secure a visible place in the minds of the outsiders. On the other hand, analysis of the external images of the EU with a “human face” – an aid donor, environmental advocate and an international human rights protector – seems to strongly support Tsuruoka’s “expectations deficit” hypothesis. Despite the EU’s real successes and capabilities in these areas worldwide, a lack of efficient communication by the EU and between Europe and Asia, cultural differences as well as misunderstandings, have made such EU images invisible in external discourses, thereby inevitably lowering expectations of the EU. 

Yet, some scholars remain optimistic. Lynch, for example, in his discussion of the successes and challenges for EU public diplomacy, once noted that “the Union has a fantastic story to tell”
 to the world. He interpreted this story in terms of the Union’s external efforts in administering developmental aid, in supporting and leading by example in international and regional organization and in developing and deploying an embryonic military corps. Internally, the EU was noted for having established a peaceful integrationist polity which had become a magnet for other European states to join. It seems that the general public in the six Asian locations in this study have specifically picked up the “internal chapter” in the EU’s story, and this external popular appreciation could be a good pretext for the EU to step out more confidently into “the foreign ‘public square’”.
  Such a well directed and appreciated public appearance is argued by Lynch to be the key to promoting the EU’s interests and values world wide, while also raising the effectiveness and efficiency of the Union’s more traditional foreign policy activities.
 

Within the EU’s own internal debate about democratic legitimacy and communicating with its citizens considerable concern has been expressed about the negative popular images held by Europeans which are often perpetuated through the media. The dissonance between pubic opinion and elite decisions (for example over the Iraqi war) has again drawn attention to the challenges faced by Europe’s representative democracy. This problem of correctly and adequately communicating Europe – not in a propaganda sense but with brickbats where deserved – appears to be an equally important external challenge. Given the significant Asian regional importance of the EU, as well as Europe’s global thematic influence, EU public diplomacy appears to be failing at the public level, and is only modestly more successful at the elite level. However, with national external elites “act[ing] in accordance with their perception of reality, not in response to reality itself”,
 EU public diplomacy needs to consider that an overlooked and underestimated EU may result in serious policy deficiencies.  
It might be argued that EU public diplomacy should not be concerned with public opinion – a position articulated by at least one of the Commission Delegations present in the six locations examined. Some commentators have also notice a scarcity of resources and of trained EU personnel with the skills needed to address the external public with a powerful message on a wider scale.
  Under such circumstances, perhaps unsurprisingly, a limited group of local stakeholders can become the primary (and very often exclusive) external population group that is systematically approached by EU external relations officers.  But such a choice (whether pragmatic or vocational in nature) would of course replicate what many see as the initial fatal flaw in the entire European construction process – the avoidance of public debate and the absence of consent and a preference for bureaucratic and political elite driven integration. For the EU to realise its aim of being a global actor committed to effective multilateralism, a shaper of norms and values (political, economic and environmental) and to be recognised as such internationally must include the reflection of external publics. This external legitimization – if achieved – may flow-back into Europe’s own public consciousness and add a new dimension to the evolving nature of EU identity. In conclusion, to consider external public perceptions irrelevant to the EU’s own self-image and identity is profoundly mistaken. The findings presented here raise serious questions as to whether the EU’s public diplomacy either values this linkage or is capable of maximising the impact that positive external perceptions of the EU can potentially generate. 
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