
UC San Diego
Policy Briefs

Title
Why Summit Optics May Help De-escalate Public Appetite for Conflict

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2nf4t0dq

Author
Plithides, Max

Publication Date
2021-08-17

Data Availability
The data associated with this publication are within the manuscript.
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2nf4t0dq
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


WHY SUMMIT OPTICS MAY 
HELP DE-ESCALATE PUBLIC 
APPETITE FOR CONFLICT
Max Plithides

IGCC Policy Brief
August 2021

Summary
As competition between democracies and autocratic adversaries 
such as North Korea, Iran, Russia, and China intensifies, democratic 
publics may increasingly pressure their politicians to take a more 
confrontational stance. The implications are dangerous. Public 
pressure for confrontation during the Cold War caused numerous 
foreign policy fiascos.1 Public pressure also at times undermined the 
broad political unity necessary for concluding diplomatic agreements—
even between democratic allies.2 How then, as the world enters a new 
era of great power competition, can public pressure and anger be 
defused and foreign policy put on a more rational footing?

This policy brief, part of a series on great power competition, argues 
that bilateral summits with autocratic leaders may have a key role 
to play in shifting the public’s collective emotional ethos. It analyzes 
results from a large-scale survey experiment, designed around the 
historic 2018 Singapore Summit, which represented the first-ever 
meeting of the leaders of North Korea and the United States and was 
preceded by months of saber rattling.3 According to conventional logic 
the Summit was worthless: It produced a joint communiqué with “no 
concrete specifics”4 and had no effect on President Trump’s approval 
rating.5 Yet evidence shows that joint photographs from the Summit 
reduced bellicosity in American public opinion towards North Korea by 
allowing President Trump to act as a visual empathetic mediator. The 
Singapore Summit thus broadly evinces the potential value of bilateral 
summits to reduce tensions with autocratic adversaries.
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Images affect our perception of events 
at least as much as objective reality.6 
This is particularly true in foreign 
policy.7 Recognizing the influence that 
photographs have, public diplomacy 
scholars argue that press photographs 
taken at summits represent an 
important part of the “public relations” 
(PR) aspect of American diplomacy.8  
They exist, moreover, within a package 
of activities that come with any visit 
by an American head of state.9 Yet 
this logic falls apart in the context 
of bilateral summits with autocrats.  
Autocrats can carefully craft the image 
that they wish their own citizens to take 
away from summits, making it hard 
for American leaders to achieve their 
PR goals.10 If American participation at 
summits cannot affect public opinion in 
autocratic countries, then why should 
presidents attend them?

My research indicates that presidents 
should meet autocratic adversaries 
to shift American thinking. Essentially, 
American presidents can conduct 
“reverse public diplomacy,” which 
summits uniquely facilitate by providing 
opportunities for joint photographs. 
Joint photos, in turn, allow presidents to 
act as photographic, visual mediators 
for emotional empathy in front of  
the press.

Emotional mediation works through 
three distinct causal pathways. First, it 
has the effect of reducing Americans’ 
fear, by humanizing the other. 

Second, it creates hope and makes a 
breakthrough appear desirable. Finally, 
it alleviates cognitive impediments 
to strategic understanding, making a 
negotiated diplomatic breakthrough 
more possible in the long-term. Thus, 
emotional empathy conveyed through 
joint pictures palliates bellicose public 
thinking, creating a potential political 
opening for presidents to pursue de-
escalation once the summit is over. Put 
another way, intrepid presidents can 
photographically convince Americans 
to “give an adversary a chance.”

Kim and Trump shaking hands at the red carpet 
during the DPRK–USA Singapore Summit.  
Credit: Shealah Craighead, Public domain,  
via Wikimedia Commons.

Why Summit Optics Matter
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Evidence from Singapore: Trump Meets Kim Jong-un

To better understand the value of 
summits with autocratic leaders to 
democratic leaders I conducted a 
survey experiment focused on the 
American public’s reaction to photos 
from the 2018 Singapore Summit.  
The experiment was conducted in  
late 2020, by which time tensions 
between North Korea and the United 
States were much reduced from  
2018, when President Trump had 
famously threatened North Korea  
with “fire and fury.”11 

The Singapore Summit made an  
ideal test case because it was the 
epitome of a “photo op” summit with  
an adversary. It lasted only one day,  
did not affect President Trump’s 
approval rating, and did not result 
in any concrete policy change.12 
The president, before the summit, 
intentionally set low expectations  
for a substantive breakthrough.13  
Yet the president participated in  
many elaborate pre-planned joint  
photo sessions with Kim Jong-un  
while attending the summit, and it 
was widely hailed as a historic first-
time meeting between an American 
president and a foreign autocrat.

In order to maintain a controlled 
and realistic experiment, I attached 
photographs from the Singapore 
Summit to the top of a real New 
York Times reprint of the summit 
communiqué.14 To maintain consistency, 
the treatment photograph and control 
photograph were derived from 
the same photograph. The control 
photograph simply had Donald 
Trump cropped out of the treatment 
photograph from Singapore.

I then collected data on a series of 
other variables and bellicose thinking. 
In an affective empathy module, I 
included emotional measures of 
hope, fear, and trust. In a cognitive 
empathy module,15 I included three 
measures, one for cognitive activation 
and two for strategic adjustment.16  
Controls were included secondarily 
for partisanship, general foreign policy 
orientation, feelings towards President 
Trump, and emotional empathetic 
capacity, in addition to a demographic 
battery. Finally, a security dilemma 
module measured bellicose thinking 
about North Korea using multiple 
questions about policy preferences 
and attribution. The study design is 
visualized in Figure 1.
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The results showed that viewing 
President Trump jointly posing with 
Kim Jong-un had a significant effect 
on the way members of the U.S. public 
thought about American policy towards 
North Korea. Respondents who viewed 
President Trump with Kim Jong-un in 
a joint photograph had a 77 percent 
equivalent chance of displaying one 
of the following: (1) reduced fear, (2) 
increased hope, or (3) increased trust.

Moreover, more positive emotions 
translated into less aggressive policy 
preferences and greater strategic 
understanding. After seeing the joint 
photographs—and controlling 

for a person’s general foreign policy 
orientation—the equivalent of 51 
percent of respondents exhibited one 
of the following: (1) less escalatory 
policy preferences, (2) more aggressive 
attributions for U.S. military actions, or 
(3) less negative attributions for North 
Korean nuclear weapons development.

These results provide convincing 
evidence that joint photographs can 
alleviate some belligerent thinking 
among members of the public when a 
threat is front-of-mind.

Figure 1. Singapore Summit Study Design

1. Scenario Introduction

2. Manipulatated NYT 
Communiqué Re-Print 
(Treatments)

3. Affective Empathy Module

4. Cognitive Empathy Module

5. Security Dilemma Module

• Demographics

• Policitcal views

• Trump Priors

• Foreign Policy Orientation

• Questionnaire on Cognitive 
& Affective Empathy (QCAE)

EXPERIMENTAL SCENARIO

Order 
manipulation

DISPOSITIONAL QUESTIONNAIRE
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Implications

Given presumptive future competition 
with autocratic adversaries such as 
North Korea, Iran, Russia, and China, 
studying the potential for summits 
to help alleviate public pressure for 
conflict is a valuable endeavor. The 
evidence above suggests that, even 
if summits produce no policy changes, 
the very fact that they occur and 
are documented may be important 
in palliating public preferences for 
aggressive behavior. Thus, diplomatic 
summits with adversaries can have 
intrinsic value in shifting public opinion, 
and can give an American president an 
opening to pursue de-escalation.

The evidence also highlights a  
potential dark side to summits:  
Even if no negative policy changes 
result from a summit, what if a foreign 
adversary’s intentions are perceived 
to be hostile in photographs by the 
American public? If a president can 
visually convey positive emotions, he 
should theoretically also be capable 
of conveying negative ones. This 
could induce fear, smother hope, 
reduce strategic empathy, and lead 
members of the American public to 
pressure the government for new 
aggressive measures vis-à-vis an 
adversary. Kennedy and Khrushchev 
unintentionally demonstrated this 
potential negative outcome at Vienna.17  
It follows, therefore, that joint 
photographs must be carefully  
staged and managed lest tensions  
be exacerbated.18 
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