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Abstract 
China increasingly uses education and digital tools as instruments of soft power to strengthen its international influence and shape its global image. Education has become one of the main channels of China’s public diplomacy through scholarships, university cooperation, academic exchanges, Chinese language promotion and Confucius Institutes. At the same time, digital platforms, online media, social networks and virtual learning tools allow China to expand its cultural and political communication with foreign audiences more rapidly and widely. This article examines how educational initiatives and digital technologies function together in China’s soft power strategy, especially in the context of the Belt and Road Initiative. The study is based on qualitative analysis of academic literature, official documents and digital public diplomacy materials. The findings show that education and digital tools form a complementary system of influence; however, their effectiveness is limited by geopolitical distrust, concerns about propaganda, and debates over the credibility of China’s international communication.
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1.Introduction 
In modern international relations, a state's influence is determined not only by its military, economic, or political might, but also by its ability to project an attractive image abroad. This form of influence is commonly defined as "soft power," the ability to achieve desired outcomes through the appeal of culture, values, education, and foreign policy behavior, rather than through coercion or pressure (Nye, 2004). For China, soft power has become an important pillar of its foreign policy strategy, especially as its economic, technological, and political presence in the world grows.Education is one of the key tools of China's soft power. Through scholarship programs, academic exchanges, university cooperation, and the attraction of international students, China seeks to build long-term ties with foreign audiences. Educational diplomacy not only disseminates knowledge of the Chinese language and culture but also creates a more favorable perception of China among future professionals, researchers, and political elites (Hartig, 2016). Confucius Institutes play a special role in this process, being seen as an important mechanism for China's cultural diplomacy and the promotion of the Chinese language abroad (Pan, 2013). Along with education, digital tools are becoming increasingly important. The development of social media, online media, digital educational platforms, and virtual diplomacy has transformed the ways in which states communicate internationally. China actively uses digital channels to disseminate information about its culture, economic achievements, technological development, and foreign policy initiatives. In this context, digital diplomacy is an extension of traditional public diplomacy, but is distinguished by its greater speed, scale, and ability to directly interact with foreign audiences (Bjola & Holmes, 2015). The combination of educational and digital mechanisms makes Chinese soft power more modern and flexible. Education fosters long-term cultural and academic ties, while digital technologies allow China to quickly disseminate its ideas and images to a wide international audience. This is particularly evident within the Belt and Road Initiative, where educational cooperation, personnel training, university programs, and digital communications are used to strengthen ties between China and partner countries (Yang, 2015). However, the effectiveness of these tools depends not only on their scale but also on the level of trust in China, the perception of its policies abroad, and the ability of Chinese soft power to generate genuine appeal rather than being perceived solely as an instrument of state influence (d'Hooghe, 2015).

2.Materials and methods

2.1 Educational soft power materials

The educational dimension of China’s soft power was examined through materials related to scholarships, university cooperation, academic exchange programs, international student mobility, Chinese language teaching, and Confucius Institutes. These materials were selected because education creates long-term contact between China and foreign societies. Unlike short-term media campaigns, educational cooperation allows foreign students, teachers, researchers, and professionals to experience Chinese culture, academic life, and social development directly.
Special attention was given to Chinese government scholarships and university programs for international students. These programs are important because they help China attract young people from different regions, especially from developing countries and states participating in the Belt and Road Initiative. Through study in Chinese universities, foreign students become familiar with China’s language, culture, technological progress, and development model. In this sense, education functions not only as an academic activity, but also as a channel of cultural diplomacy and image-building.
The role of Confucius Institutes was also analyzed as an institutional mechanism of China’s educational and cultural diplomacy. These institutes promote Chinese language, organize cultural events, support academic cooperation, and introduce foreign audiences to Chinese traditions and contemporary society. At the same time, their role is often debated because some countries view them as instruments of state influence. Therefore, Confucius Institutes were examined both as tools of cultural attraction and as objects of international criticism (Hartig, 2016).

2.2 Digital diplomacy and online communication materials

The second group of materials focused on China’s use of digital tools in public diplomacy and international communication. These materials included official websites, online media platforms, social media accounts, digital educational resources, virtual cultural programs, and online public diplomacy activities. They were selected because digital communication has become one of the fastest ways for states to reach foreign audiences and shape international perceptions.
Particular attention was paid to how China uses digital platforms to promote its culture, political narratives, economic achievements, technological development, and foreign policy initiatives. Online media and social networks allow China to present its own interpretation of global events, respond to criticism, and promote a positive image of the country. Digital tools also make it possible to reach younger audiences who receive information mainly through online platforms rather than traditional diplomatic channels.
Digital education was also considered as part of China’s soft power strategy. Online Chinese language courses, virtual lectures, academic webinars, digital university cooperation, and online cultural programs allow China to continue educational diplomacy beyond physical mobility. This became especially important as international education increasingly moved toward hybrid and digital formats. Thus, digital tools do not replace educational soft power, but expand its reach and accessibility.

2.3 Analytical procedure

The study used qualitative document analysis and content analysis. At the first stage, academic literature and official materials were reviewed to identify the main instruments of China’s educational and digital soft power. These sources were then grouped into two main categories: education-based instruments and digital-based instruments. This classification made it possible to compare traditional forms of soft power with newer digital mechanisms.
At the second stage, the selected materials were analyzed according to their functions in China’s soft power strategy. The main analytical categories included cultural attraction, language promotion, academic influence, international image-building, digital visibility, and support for broader foreign policy initiatives. This approach helped to show how different instruments work separately and how they support each other within one strategy.
At the third stage, the relationship between education and digital tools was examined. The analysis focused on how digital platforms strengthen educational diplomacy through online learning, virtual cultural exchange, and digital communication with foreign students. It also considered how educational institutions support China’s digital presence by producing knowledge, organizing online events, and maintaining international academic networks. Document analysis was used because it allows systematic interpretation of written materials and helps identify key themes in qualitative research (Bowen, 2009).

2.4 Evaluation criteria

The effectiveness of China’s education and digital tools was assessed according to several qualitative criteria. The first criterion was the ability to attract foreign audiences through language, culture, academic opportunities, and technological modernization. The second criterion was the capacity to strengthen China’s international visibility through universities, Confucius Institutes, digital media, and online platforms. The third criterion was the contribution of these instruments to long-term cooperation, especially with countries involved in the Belt and Road Initiative.
	The study also considered the limitations of China’s soft power strategy. These include geopolitical distrust, criticism of Confucius Institutes, concerns about propaganda, restrictions in China’s digital environment, and competition with Western models of public diplomacy. These limitations are important because soft power depends not only on the existence of cultural or educational programs, but also on credibility and voluntary attraction. Therefore, the evaluation was based on a balanced approach. China’s educational and digital tools were analyzed as important instruments of influence, but not as automatically successful mechanisms. Their effectiveness depends on how foreign audiences perceive China, whether they trust Chinese institutions and media, and whether China’s international communication creates genuine attraction. This corresponds to the concept of soft power as the ability to influence others through attraction rather than coercion or payment (Nye, 2004).

3. Results and discussion

3.1 Education as a long-term instrument of China’s soft power

The results show that education is one of the most important long-term instruments of China’s soft power, because it creates stable and continuous relations between China and foreign societies. Through scholarships, university cooperation, exchange programs and Chinese language education, China establishes direct contact with foreign students, researchers and academic institutions. These educational contacts help foreign audiences become more familiar with Chinese culture, society, history, economic development and modernization experience. International students who study in China may later become informal cultural mediators, since they return to their home countries with personal knowledge and practical experience of Chinese society. In this sense, education works not only as academic cooperation, but also as a mechanism of cultural diplomacy, image-building and long-term influence (King, 2013).

Table 1. Education and Digital Tools in China's Soft Power Strategy
	Instrument
	Main function
	Contribution to Soft Power
	Main Limitation

	Educational Scholarships and Programs
	Scholarships and training for international students
	Builds long-term ties and familiarity with China
	Concerns about political influence and academic freedom

	University Cooperation and Academic Exchange
	Research partnerships and student exchanges
	Strengthens academic networks and institutional trust
	Geopolitical tensions and transparency concerns

	Confucius Institutes
	Chinese language and cultural promotion
	Enhances cultural understanding and attraction
	Criticism regarding propaganda and censorship

	Digital and Social Media Platforms
	Online communication and public diplomacy
	Expands global visibility and outreach
	Credibility and information-control concerns

	Online Education and Digital Learning
	MOOCs, webinars and virtual learning
	Increases accessibility and educational influence
	Limited personal interaction

	Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Integration
	Educational and digital cooperation projects
	Supports long-term partnerships and cooperation
	Dependence and geopolitical concerns



Educational soft power is especially visible in China’s cooperation with developing countries. Many students from Asia, Africa and other regions are attracted by scholarship opportunities, affordable education and the growing reputation of Chinese universities. These programs help China build positive relations with future professionals, officials, academics and business elites. As a result, educational cooperation supports China’s broader foreign policy goals by strengthening people-to-people contacts and increasing cultural familiarity. Therefore, education can be considered a strategic tool that connects academic development with international influence.

3.2 Digital tools as instruments of public diplomacy

Digital tools have become an important part of China’s contemporary soft power strategy. Online media, official websites, social networks, video platforms and digital educational resources allow China to communicate with foreign audiences more quickly and widely than through traditional diplomatic channels. These tools help China present its own narratives about culture, economic modernization, technological progress and international cooperation. Digital communication is especially important for young people and students, who often receive information mainly through online platforms. In this sense, digital diplomacy expands the scale, speed and accessibility of public diplomacy (Zaharna et al., 2013).
China uses digital platforms not only to spread cultural information, but also to promote its foreign policy image. Through multilingual media, online campaigns and virtual events, China presents itself as a modern, technologically advanced and globally responsible actor. Digital tools also allow China to respond to international criticism and explain its position on global issues. At the same time, digital diplomacy is more effective when it creates trust and dialogue rather than one-way information flow. Therefore, the success of China’s digital soft power depends on the credibility of its messages and the ability to engage foreign audiences in a persuasive way.

3.3 Interaction between education and digital diplomacy

The findings indicate that education and digital tools are closely connected in China’s soft power strategy. Education creates long-term intellectual and cultural relations, while digital tools make these relations broader, faster and more accessible. Online Chinese language courses, virtual cultural events, digital university platforms and academic webinars allow China to continue educational diplomacy in digital space. This is especially important when physical mobility is limited or when foreign audiences cannot directly participate in programs inside China. Thus, digital technologies do not replace traditional educational diplomacy, but strengthen and expand it.
Universities and cultural institutions can use digital platforms to attract foreign students, promote scholarship programs, organize virtual lectures and maintain contact with alumni. Digital media can also spread information about Chinese universities, research opportunities, cultural events and academic cooperation. As a result, education provides content and institutional legitimacy, while digital tools provide speed, visibility and global reach. This interaction creates a more flexible model of soft power, where academic cooperation and digital communication work together. Such a model allows China to influence both physical and online spaces of international communication (Wang, 2011).

3.4 Effectiveness and main achievements

The use of education and digital tools has helped China increase its international visibility and cultural presence. Chinese universities, scholarship programs and cultural institutions have contributed to the spread of Chinese language and culture in many regions. These instruments are especially important in developing countries and states connected with the Belt and Road Initiative, where China promotes academic cooperation, professional training and people-to-people exchange. Through these programs, China strengthens not only cultural links, but also political, economic and institutional cooperation. This shows that soft power can support broader strategic relations when it is connected with education and development.
Digital tools have also increased the speed and scale of China’s public diplomacy. Online education, digital media and virtual cultural programs make Chinese soft power more accessible to people who cannot study or travel in China. They also help China reach wider audiences and promote its image beyond traditional diplomatic networks. As a result, China can combine long-term educational influence with immediate digital communication. This creates a more integrated model of soft power, where academic cooperation, cultural promotion and online communication support each other (Kurlantzick, 2007).

Table 2. Selected Indicators of China's Educational and Digital Soft Power
	Indicator
	Value
	Year

	International students in China
	492,185
	2018

	Chinese Government Scholarship recipients
	63,041
	2018

	Sino-foreign cooperative education programs
	2,700+
	2023

	Belt and Road scholarships provided annually
	10,000
	Since 2016

	Confucius Institutes worldwide
	541
	2020

	Confucius Classrooms worldwide
	1,170
	2020
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3.5 Challenges and limitations
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Despite these achievements, China’s soft power strategy faces several limitations. The first major challenge is the issue of trust, because in some countries Chinese educational and digital initiatives are viewed as closely connected with the state. This can reduce the attractiveness of Chinese soft power, especially when foreign audiences associate it with political messaging rather than open cultural exchange. Some cultural and educational programs may be interpreted not only as cooperation, but also as instruments of influence. Therefore, the perception of China’s soft power differs depending on political context, media environment and relations with China.

Another limitation is criticism of Chinese cultural institutions and state-supported media. Some observers argue that these institutions may promote selective narratives and avoid politically sensitive topics. Digital diplomacy also faces credibility problems, because online audiences may question the neutrality of state-supported content. Geopolitical tensions, competition with Western countries and concerns about digital security also influence how China’s soft power is perceived abroad. Therefore, the success of China’s education and digital diplomacy depends not only on the number of programs and platforms, but also on openness, credibility and genuine attraction (Edney, 2012).

4.Conclusions

Education and digital tools have become significant and interconnected instruments in China’s contemporary soft power strategy. The analysis demonstrates that China uses educational cooperation not only as a form of academic exchange, but also as a long-term mechanism for building cultural familiarity, institutional trust and positive perceptions among foreign audiences. Scholarships, university partnerships, academic mobility, Chinese language promotion and Confucius Institutes contribute to the formation of stable people-to-people relations between China and other countries. These instruments are especially important because education creates direct personal experience, which can influence how foreign students, researchers and professionals understand China’s culture, society and development model.
The digital dimension has expanded the scope and intensity of China’s soft power practices. Digital media, online platforms, virtual education, social networks and official communication channels enable China to reach international audiences more rapidly and on a broader scale. These tools allow China to promote cultural narratives, explain foreign policy initiatives, present technological achievements and maintain communication with foreign publics beyond traditional diplomatic institutions. In this sense, digital diplomacy increases the visibility of China’s international image and strengthens its capacity to participate in global information flows.
The combination of education and digital tools shows that China’s soft power strategy is becoming more complex and multidimensional. Educational initiatives create long-term human, academic and cultural networks, while digital instruments provide speed, accessibility and wider dissemination of messages. Together, they form a complementary system in which universities, cultural institutions, online media and digital learning platforms support each other. This interaction is particularly relevant in the context of globalization, where influence is shaped not only through physical presence, but also through digital communication and transnational knowledge networks.
At the same time, the findings indicate that the effectiveness of China’s soft power is not automatic. The expansion of educational programs and digital platforms does not necessarily produce attraction if foreign audiences perceive these initiatives as overly state-centered or politically motivated. Concerns about propaganda, academic freedom, digital credibility, data security and geopolitical competition continue to limit the acceptance of China’s soft power in some regions. Therefore, the main challenge for China is not only to increase the number of its educational and digital initiatives, but also to strengthen their credibility, openness and capacity for genuine intercultural dialogue.
Overall, education and digital tools play an important role in strengthening China’s international presence and promoting its national image. They provide China with channels for cultural communication, academic cooperation, public diplomacy and international image-building. However, their long-term success depends on the extent to which they can generate voluntary attraction, mutual understanding and trust among foreign audiences. For this reason, China’s soft power should be understood not simply as institutional expansion, but as a process that requires credibility, responsiveness and the ability to engage with diverse international perceptions.
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