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ABSTRACT
Purpose of the study: The study examined the dynamics and effectiveness of Kenya's cultural
diplomacy as a soft power tool for enhancing regional integration in the East African Community
(EAC).

Statement of the problem: Despite Kenya's formal commitment to cultural diplomacy as a
foreign policy pillar, there is insufficient empirical evidence linking its specific cultural diplomacy
initiatives to measurable people-centered regional integration outcomes within the EAC, leaving
policymakers without the evidence base needed to fully leverage culture as a sustainable

integration instrument.

Research Methodology: The study adopted a mixed-methods design, drawing data from
structured questionnaires and key informant interviews from 137 respondents drawn from
government officials, cultural practitioners, academics, youth representatives, and community
members. Descriptive statistics were used to analyze quantitative data, while qualitative data were

analyzed thematically.

Findings: Findings show that Kenya's cultural diplomacy is broadly recognized and actively
deployed, with an overall awareness mean of 4.30 and an overall extent-of-use mean of 4.22.
Cultural festivals (mean = 4.36) were the most extensively deployed strategy, while Kiswahili
promotion, though fourth in deployment ranking, was the most consistently perceived strategy
across respondent categories (SD = 0.72). Cultural exchange programs recorded the largest gap
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between perceived contribution (mean = 4.50) and actual deployment (mean = 4.09), indicating
systematic underinvestment in the most transformative instrument. Cultural diplomacy was found
to be effective in strengthening regional identity (71.5% observed), fostering cross-border
interaction (59.9%), and promoting social cohesion (39.4%), with an overall effectiveness mean
of 4.27 and 93.4% of respondents affirming its value as an integration tool. However, people-
centered participation (19.0% observed) and institutional acceptance (18.2% observed) remained

the weakest outcomes, revealing a gap between social effectiveness and institutional integration.

Conclusion: The study concludes that Kenya's cultural diplomacy generates strong social

integration outcomes but has not been systematically linked to formal EAC institutional processes.

Recommendations: The study recommends stronger institutional coordination, dedicated
funding for cultural exchange programs, and deliberate policy mechanisms to convert social

spillovers into institutional integration.

Keywords: Cultural Diplomacy, Soft Power, Regional Integration, East African Community,

Kenya, Kiswahili.

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Cultural diplomacy has emerged as a significant, if often underestimated, dimension of
international relations, representing the intersection of a nation's culture and its foreign policy. Nye
(2004) conceptualises soft power as the capacity of a state to attract and co-opt rather than coerce,
positioning culture as a strategic resource through which states shape perceptions, build
relationships, and advance national interests beyond the reach of military or economic instruments.
Unlike conventional diplomacy, which operates through formal negotiation and material leverage,
cultural diplomacy engages citizens directly, embedding influence within the social fabric of target

societies.

At the continental level, African scholarship situates cultural diplomacy within indigenous
traditions of mediation, communal dialogue, and collective responsibility, arguing that cultural
diplomacy in Africa is not a foreign import but a modernisation of long-standing African peace
practices (Murithi, 2015; Nhema, 2018). The African Union's Agenda 2063 explicitly identifies

shared heritage and common values as pillars of continental unity, while scholars such as Aning
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and Ajakaye (2019) contend that African diplomacy must integrate culture to address root causes

of mistrust and historical marginalisation if regional cooperation is to be sustained.

Within the East African Community, cultural cooperation has taken on renewed significance as a
complement to formal economic and political integration mechanisms. The Community's
promotion of Kiswahili as a lingua franca, together with regional cultural festivals, heritage
initiatives, and cross-border artistic exchange, reflects a recognition that shared language and
cultural expression can ease historical tensions and deepen regional cohesion in ways that treaties
alone cannot achieve. Kenya, frequently characterised as the region's cultural and economic
anchor, has been an active proponent of these initiatives, embedding socio-cultural diplomacy
within its 2014 Foreign Policy as one of five strategic pillars of external engagement. Mutunga
(2017) observes that while Kenya's cultural initiatives have enhanced national cohesion and
international visibility, their contribution to regional integration outcomes requires more

systematic empirical evaluation and stronger institutional support.

This study is anchored on two complementary theoretical perspectives. Structural Realism (Waltz,
1979) explains why states operating within an anarchic and competitive regional system deploy
non-material assets, including culture, to enhance their standing, cultivate influence, and reduce
structural vulnerability. Neofunctionalism (Haas, 1958), by contrast, explains how functional
cooperation in one sector, such as culture, generates spillover effects that progressively deepen
integration in other domains, including institutional and political cooperation. Read together, these
theories provide a framework for understanding both why Kenya deploys cultural diplomacy
strategically within the EAC and how such deployment might translate cultural cooperation into

deeper regional integration.
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Regional integration remains a core objective of the East African Community, envisioned as a
pathway toward enhanced cooperation, shared identity, and collective socio-economic
development among member states. While the EAC has registered progress in economic and
institutional integration, persistent challenges remain in achieving people-centered integration,
including weak regional identity, limited citizen participation, and uneven socio-cultural cohesion
across the region (O'Reilly & Vaughan, 2023). Much of this shortfall reflects the historically elite-

driven character of East African regionalism, in which formal integration structures have
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consistently privileged state and private-sector actors over broader societal participation, limiting
the socio-cultural engagement needed to sustain long-term integration (O'Reilly & Vaughan,
2023).

Kenya has consistently positioned itself as a regional leader within the EAC and has increasingly
emphasized cultural diplomacy, including the promotion of Kiswahili, cultural exchanges, heritage
initiatives, creative industries, and people-to-people interaction, as part of its foreign policy
engagement, formally identifying cultural diplomacy as one of five strategic pillars of its external
relations (Republic of Kenya, 2014). Despite these deliberate efforts, there remains limited
empirical evidence directly linking Kenya's cultural diplomacy to measurable regional integration
outcomes within the EAC. Existing studies on East African integration have largely prioritized
economic and political dimensions, with the socio-cultural dimension, including cultural
diplomacy, receiving only marginal analytical attention (Maingi, 2025), while studies focused
specifically on cultural diplomacy in Africa tend to examine broader peacebuilding or pan-African
projection rather than empirically assessing how specific national initiatives, such as Kenya's,

translate into measurable integration outcomes within regional institutions (Nhema, 2018).

This gap between cultural diplomacy scholarship and regional integration studies leaves
policymakers and regional institutions without sufficient evidence on how Kenya's cultural
diplomacy operates in practice and how effective it has been in advancing regional integration.
Without such evidence, cultural diplomacy risks being underutilized as an instrument of people-
centered integration, limiting the depth, legitimacy, and sustainability of the EAC integration
project (O'Reilly & Vaughan, 2023). This manuscript addresses this gap by systematically
examining the dynamics and effectiveness of Kenya's cultural diplomacy within the EAC

integration framework.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The study adopted a mixed-methods research design, combining quantitative and qualitative
techniques to capture both the measurable extent of Kenya's cultural diplomacy and the contextual
meaning stakeholders attach to it. The target population comprised individuals and institutions
directly or indirectly involved in cultural diplomacy and regional integration.This include officials
from the Ministry of Foreign and Diaspora Affairs, the Ministry of Sports, Culture and Heritage,
the Kenya Cultural Centre, the Kenya National Commission for UNESCO, and the Kenya Tourism
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Board, representatives of EAC and IGAD, artists and creative-industry stakeholders and
community members. A total sample of 200 participants was targeted, comprising 150 general
respondents, 20 key informants, and 30 focus group discussion participants, selected through a
combination of purposive and stratified random sampling, with purposive sampling. Data were
ultimately collected from 137 general respondents, representing a response rate of 91.3%. Data
collection utilized structured questionnaires semi-structured interviews and focus group
discussions. The questionnaire was subjected to expert review and pilot testing prior to the main
study, with internal consistency assessed using Cronbach's alpha at an acceptable threshold of 0.70.
Data analysis was conducted using SPSS, with quantitative data presented through descriptive
statistics in tables and qualitative data from interviews, focus group discussions, and document
analysis analyzed thematically. The study adhered to standard ethical protocols, including
informed consent, confidentiality through anonymized identification codes, and secure data

storage.
RESULTS

Results are presented in sections.

Sociodemographic Characteristics of Participants

Respondents were fairly evenly distributed across different sociodemographic characteristics as
summarized in table 1. Gender representation was near-even, with male respondents accounting
for 51.8% (n = 71) and female respondents 47.4% (n = 65), while one respondent (0.7%) preferred
not to disclose their gender; this narrow margin between male and female participation strengthens
confidence that the findings capture perspectives from across the gender divide rather than
reflecting a skewed viewpoint. The sample also spanned a wide generational range, with the largest
concentration of respondents falling within the 29-38 years’ bracket (29.2%, n = 40), followed by
those aged 39-50 years (22.6%, n = 31) and those aged 60 years and above (19.7%, n = 27);
respondents aged 18-28 years made up 17.5% (n = 24), while the 51-60 years’ bracket was the
smallest at 10.9% (n = 15). The concentration of respondents in the working-age brackets suggests
that most participants were likely to have had direct exposure to, or engagement with, cultural

diplomacy activities.

Occupationally, the sample was anchored by community members, who formed the single largest

group at 32.8% (n = 45), consistent with the study's emphasis on people-centred approaches to
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cultural diplomacy and regional integration. Government officials constituted 16.8% (n = 23) of
respondents, reflecting the role of state actors in shaping and implementing cultural diplomacy
policy, while NGO representatives accounted for 13.9% (n = 19). Academic scholars and youth
representatives each contributed 13.1% (n = 18) of the sample, and artists and cultural
practitioners, despite being among the most direct implementers of cultural diplomacy on the

ground, made up the smallest occupational category at 10.2% (n = 14).

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

Variable Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Gender Male 71 51.8
Female 65 47.4
Preferred not to disclose 1 0.7
Age (years) 18-28 24 17.5
29-38 40 29.2
39-50 31 22.6
51-60 15 10.9
60 and above 27 19.7
Occupation ~ Community members 45 32.8
Government officials 23 16.8
NGO representatives 19 13.9
Academic scholars 18 13.1
Youth representatives 18 13.1
Aurtists and cultural practitioners 14 10.2

Dynamics of Kenya's Cultural Diplomacy in Enhancing Regional Integration

The study examined the dynamics of Kenya's cultural diplomacy, encompassing stakeholder
awareness, the extent of use of specific strategies, and their perceived contribution to regional
integration. Descriptive statistics including frequencies, percentages, and mean scores were used
to analyze respondents' opinions and the results are summarized in table 2. These were then
complemented by qualitative responses from key informant interviews and focus group

discussions, followed by a triangulation of findings aligned to existing literature.
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Table 2: Awareness of Cultural Diplomacy among Respondents

Statement SA% A% N D% SD% Mean SD
I understand what cultural 35.0 526 8.0 2.2 2.2 416 0.83
diplomacy means

Kenya actively uses cultural 60.6 248 7.3 5.1 2.2 436 0.98

diplomacy to promote regional
relationships

Cultural diplomacy is an important ~ 49.6  43.8 3.6 0.7 2.2 438 0.79
part of Kenya's foreign policy

Overall Mean 430 0.87

The results show a high overall awareness mean of 4.30 (SD = 0.87). Notably, 93.4% of
respondents agreed or strongly agreed that cultural diplomacy is important to Kenya's foreign
policy (mean = 4.38), indicating that cultural diplomacy has achieved institutional legitimacy in
stakeholder consciousness. The comparatively lower personal-understanding score (4.16) against
the recognition of Kenya's active use (4.36) suggests that stakeholders affirm institutional
deployment while remaining less certain of the concept's precise boundaries at the individual level,
a pattern corroborated qualitatively: a senior government official in the Department of Public and
Cultural Diplomacy explained that “Kenya has been very deliberate in positioning Kiswahili and
its cultural assets as part of its diplomatic toolkit, especially within the EAC framework. Most
people in my sector understand this, even if they do not always call it cultural diplomacy by name.”
A focus group of artists and cultural association members similarly observed that awareness is
occupationally stratified: professionals working directly in culture recognize cultural diplomacy
as such, while ordinary community members experience its manifestations, such as festivals and

language use, without connecting them explicitly to foreign policy.
Extent of Use of Kenya's Cultural Diplomacy

Participants were asked to asked to rate their level of use of different aspects of Kenya’s cultural

diplomacy and the results are summarized in table 3.
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Table 3: Extent of Use of Kenya's Cultural Diplomacy Strategies

Strategy HU% FU% MU% RU% NU% Mean SD
Language diplomacy 29.2 56.9 11.7 1.5 0.7 412 0.72
(promotion of Kiswahili)

Cultural festivals 54.7 33.6 6.6 3.6 1.5 436  0.87
Cultural exchange programs 38.0 44.5 8.8 6.6 2.2 4.09 0.96
Creative industries 53.3 30.7 10.2 4.4 1.5 430 0.93
Heritage diplomacy 51.1 33.6 6.6 51 3.6 423 1.03
Overall Mean 422 091

HU = Highly Used, FU = Frequently Used, MU = Moderately Used, RU = Rarely Used, NU = Not Used

Cultural festivals recorded the highest deployment rating (mean = 4.36), reflecting their episodic visibility
and relative ease of political funding. Kiswahili promotion, although ranked fourth by mean (4.12),
recorded the narrowest standard deviation of all five strategies (SD = 0.72), indicating that its deployment
is the most consistently perceived across respondent categories, an indication that its influence operates
continuously through education, commerce, and media rather than episodically through events. Heritage
diplomacy recorded the widest standard deviation (SD = 1.03), suggesting uneven perceptions of its
deployment across regions and institutions. An academic researcher specialising in EAC integration
distinguished the two most prominent instruments qualitatively, noting that “cultural festivals like
JAMAFEST and the Lamu Cultural Festival are the most visible face of Kenya's cultural diplomacy... but
Kiswahili is the deeper instrument, it works every day, in every market, classroom, and radio station across
East Africa.” Community leaders in border counties further explained that cultural exchange programs,
while transformative when they occur, suffer from inconsistent funding, a qualitative finding that helps

account for their comparatively wide standard deviation (SD = 0.96).
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Table 4: Contribution of Kenya's Cultural Diplomacy to Regional Integration in the EAC

Statement SA% A% N % D% SD% Mean SD

Kenya actively promotes Kiswahili  38.0  53.3 51 2.2 1.5 424  0.77
as a regional language

Cultural festivals enhance cross- 65.0 27.0 5.8 15 0.7 454 0.74
border relationships within EAC
states

Artistic collaborations strengthen 416  49.6 5.8 2.2 0.7 429 0.74
regional ties in the EAC

Cultural tourism contributes to 526 43.1 2.9 0.7 0.7 446 0.66
peacebuilding in the EAC

Cultural exchange programs 60.6 32.1 5.1 1.5 0.7 450 0.73
improve mutual understanding

Overall Mean 441 0.74

Results reveal cultural exchange programs record the largest gap between perceived contribution
(mean = 4.50) and actual deployment (mean = 4.09), a 0.41-point differential indicating that Kenya
is systematically underinvesting in one of its most transformative integration instruments. Cultural
tourism records the lowest standard deviation across all contribution items (SD = 0.66), indicating
the strongest cross-category consensus on its integrative value. When asked which single initiative
contributes most to regional integration, 21.2% of respondents identified cultural festivals, 20.4%
identified Kiswahili promotion, and 12.4% identified cultural tourism, confirming a tripartite
structure of Kenya's most impactful instruments. A government official with experience in cultural
tourism policy observed that physical cross-border encounters, such as Tanzanians attending the
Lamu Festival or Kenyans visiting heritage sites in Uganda, produce a visceral shift in how
neighbouring populations perceive one another, while a youth-representative focus group
participant added that “culture and sports do what policy cannot” in generating a felt sense of East

African identity.
Effectiveness of Kenya's Cultural Diplomacy in Enhancing Regional Integration

The study assessed the effectiveness of Kenya's cultural diplomacy, examined through observed

integration outcomes and respondents' effectiveness ratings across five integration dimensions.
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Table 5: Outcomes of Kenya's Cultural Diplomacy in Enhancing Regional Integration

Observed Outcome Frequency Percent (%)
Stronger regional identity 98 71.5
Cross-border interaction 82 59.9
Social cohesion 54 39.4
People-centred participation 26 19.0
Institutional acceptance 25 18.2

Multiple responses were permitted; percentages are based on total respondents (n = 137).

The results reveal a clear effectiveness gradient. Outcomes operating through informal,
interpersonal, and experiential channels, stronger regional identity (71.5%) and cross-border
interaction (59.9%), were far more frequently observed than outcomes requiring deliberate
structural linkage to formal EAC processes, namely people-centred participation (19.0%) and
institutional acceptance (18.2%). The 52-percentage-point gap between the most- and least-
observed outcomes indicates that Kenya's cultural diplomacy is highly effective at generating the
social and emotional preconditions for integration, but has not yet been systematically converted

into formal institutional engagement.

Table 6: Respondents’ Ratings of the Effectiveness of Kenya's Cultural Diplomacy in

Enhancing Regional Integration

Statement HE % E% N% 1% HI% Mean SD
Strengthening a shared regional 22.6 686 6.6 15 0.7 411 0.64
identity within the EAC
Promoting cross-border social 56.2 314 80 36 0.7 4.39 0.84
and cultural interaction
Fostering social cohesion among  35.0 56.2 44 36 0.7 4.21 0.75

EAC member states

Enhancing people-centred 54.0 365 44 44 0.7 4.39 0.82
participation in EAC integration

Improving acceptance and 47.4 394 66 58 0.7 4.27 0.88
legitimacy of EAC institutions

Overall Mean 4.27 0.80

HE = Highly Effective, E = Effective, N = Neutral, | = Ineffective, HI = Highly Ineffective
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Respondents rated enhancing people-centred participation as highly effective (mean = 4.39), yet
only 19.0% reported observing it as an actual outcome. A similar pattern held for institutional
acceptance (rated effective, mean = 4.27, but observed by only 18.2%). This divergence suggests
that the effectiveness gap lies in implementation rather than instrument design: cultural diplomacy
is judged capable of generating these outcomes but is not being systematically aimed at them.
Strengthening regional identity, by contrast, recorded the lowest effectiveness mean (4.11) but the
narrowest standard deviation (SD = 0.64) and the highest observed-outcome frequency (71.5%),
indicating that identity-building is a slow, gradual, but structurally foundational process. Overall,
93.4% of respondents affirmed cultural diplomacy as an effective tool for regional integration. A
Ministry of Foreign Affairs official linked this pattern to the long-term nature of language-based
identity formation, noting that Kiswahili's growth as a regional language across Uganda, Tanzania,
and Rwanda is 'real' evidence of effectiveness that 'takes years to measure." A focus group of
academic scholars and youth representatives offered a more qualified view, distinguishing
effectiveness at the social level, evident in festivals, music, and shared language, from a less clear
sense of institutional attachment to the EAC itself, with one youth participant observing that a
regional youth cultural exchange had shifted her self-identification toward feeling 'East African
first, Kenyan second," while also noting that access to such transformative exchanges remained

limited.
DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

Taken together, the dynamics and effectiveness findings converge on a single analytical
conclusion: Kenya's cultural diplomacy is active, regionally recognized, and socially effective, but
its integrative reach is constrained by uneven deployment and an unresolved gap between social
and institutional outcomes. This pattern is consistent with Murunga's (2019) characterization of
cultural diplomacy in Africa as a continuous socio-political process, driven by language, heritage,
and shared narrative, rather than a series of episodic events. The prominence of Kiswahili as the
most consistently perceived strategy, despite ranking below festivals in raw deployment, supports
Mutunga's (2017) observation that Kenya's cultural initiatives have deepened national and regional

visibility, even as their systematic institutional evaluation remains underdeveloped.

From a Structural Realist perspective (Waltz, 1979), the concentration of Kenya's cultural

diplomacy in its most visible and highest-contribution instruments, cultural festivals, Kiswahili
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promotion, and creative industries, reflects the strategic logic of a state converting superior non-
material assets into regional influence within a competitive environment. However, the
deployment gap identified for cultural exchange programs, which respondents rated as the second-
highest contributor to integration (mean = 4.50) while ranking it lowest in consistent deployment
(mean = 4.09), suggests that this strategic logic is not being applied optimally: Kenya's most

transformative instrument remains its most underutilized.

From a Neofunctionalist perspective (Haas, 1958), the effectiveness findings confirm that
sustained cultural cooperation generates genuine social spillover, evident in the high observed
frequencies for regional identity (71.5%) and cross-border interaction (59.9%). Yet the markedly
lower observed frequencies for people-centred participation (19.0%) and institutional acceptance
(18.2%) indicate that this spillover is not automatic: it stalls at the boundary between social and
institutional integration. This finding extends Neofunctionalist theorising by identifying a specific
mechanism, the deliberate linkage of cultural diplomacy outcomes to formal EAC institutional
processes through policy harmonisation, as a likely necessary condition for completing the
spillover dynamic the theory anticipates but does not fully explain in contexts of weak institutional

coordination.

These findings extend the empirical literature in a specific direction. Where Kariuki (2019)
emphasises the integrative value of Kiswahili and cultural cooperation in East Africa, and Omolo
(2021) argues that cultural diplomacy's effectiveness should be judged by long-term social
transformation rather than immediate institutional outcomes, the present findings reconcile these
positions empirically: cultural diplomacy demonstrably produces the social transformation Omolo
describes, but this transformation has not yet been channelled into the institutional convergence
that would satisfy stricter effectiveness criteria such as those articulated by Muthoni (2020), who
questions the measurability of cultural diplomacy's effectiveness in the absence of clear EAC
performance indicators. The present study suggests that this divergence reflects complementary
rather than contradictory findings: measured through stakeholder perceptions and triangulated
qualitative evidence, cultural diplomacy's social effectiveness is clear and substantial; measured
through formal institutional indicators, its effectiveness remains, as Muthoni observes, difficult to

demonstrate, precisely because no systematic mechanism yet exists to link the two levels.

107



CONCLUSION

The study concludes that Kenya's cultural diplomacy constitutes a broadly deployed and socially
effective instrument of regional integration, demonstrating measurable success in strengthening
regional identity, fostering cross-border interaction, and promoting social cohesion across EAC
member states. Yet despite these social gains, cultural diplomacy falls critically short of translating
its outcomes into formal institutional processes, as people-centered participation and institutional
acceptance consistently emerge as the weakest observed results. This divergence between social
effectiveness and institutional integration reveals a structural implementation gap: cultural
spillover, however robust at the interpersonal and community level, does not automatically extend
into the formal architecture of regional cooperation without deliberate, sustained, and well-
resourced policy mechanisms designed to bridge the two levels. For Kenya's cultural diplomacy
to fulfill its full integrative potential, it must move beyond generating social goodwill and be
systematically anchored within EAC institutional frameworks, backed by dedicated coordination
structures, ring-fenced funding, and clear performance indicators that connect cultural outcomes

to measurable integration benchmarks.
RECOMMENDATIONS

i. Kenya should establish a dedicated Cultural Diplomacy Coordination Unit, jointly
managed by the Ministries of Foreign and Diaspora Affairs and of Sports, Culture
and Heritage, with ring-fenced budgetary allocations to reduce inter-ministerial
fragmentation.

ii. Kenya should increase funding for cultural exchange programs through a structured
framework guaranteeing annual exchanges with each EAC member state,
prioritizing youth and community participants, to close the gap between this
instrument's high contribution potential and its current under deployment.

iii. Kenya should champion mechanisms, via the EAC Secretariat or bilateral
arrangements, to embed cultural diplomacy indicators within EAC integration
monitoring frameworks, addressing the disconnect between cultural diplomacy's

social effectiveness and its limited institutional acceptance.
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