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1. External cultural policy objectives in  
geopolitical context 

Taiwan, officially the Republic of China, was founded in 1912 in China. After losing the civil 
war, the Kuomintang (KMT) government relocated to Taiwan, an island 180 kilometers east 
of China with an area slightly bigger than Belgium. Although the ROC was democratic in its 
constitution, the KMT government enforced martial law from 1949 to 1987, banning the for-
mation of any new political parties and authorizing the military with wide censorship powers. 
However, rapid industrialization in the 1960s and 1970s soon led to Taiwan’s economic suc-
cess, challenging martial law. Over the next decade, Taiwan’s “political miracle” matched its 
earlier “economic miracle,” creating a vibrant liberal democracy, and a new national identity 
developed.  

Table 1: The geopolitical and geo-economic position 
 2019 2015 

Hard power rank 22nd (2021) n/a - 

World trade rank ($ million) 17th (Export & Import) /  
618,000 

17th (Export); 18th (Import) / 
523,000  

Soft power rank 5th (out of 10 Asia Soft Powers) / 
48.11 n/a - 

Diplomacy rank 32nd n/a - 

The U.S. supported Taiwan’s post-war export-oriented economic development based on Cold 
War bipolarity that favored the KMT as a bulwark against communist China’s expansion. After 
the Cold War, Taiwan lost its strategic value to the U.S., and Taiwanese embassies were no 
longer permitted in the U.S. Following Taiwan’s de-recognition by the U.S., cultural diplomacy 
became a political lifeline for Taiwan to access audiences and engage in unofficial diplomacy to 
generate wider support and recognition (Bourke, 2019). Today, Taiwan is considered a de facto 
independent country, which fulfills all criteria for statehood but has not been recognized by the 
international community as a state (Kaczorowska-Ireland, 2015). To gain international legiti-
macy became one of Taiwan’s primary policy goals, including public diplomacy.  

Table 2: Economy of Taiwan 
  2019 2015 

Population (millions) / ranking 23.60 / 56th 23.49 / 54th 

GDP ranking 21st (2021) n/a 

GDP per capita ($) 25,941 22,780 

Cultural economy (%GDP) 0.10 0.09 

Education economy (%GDP) 4.82 5.02 

R&D economy (%GDP) 3.49 3.00 

Media economy (%GDP) n/a n/a 

Sources: MOC, World Bank 
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Taiwan’s Ministry of Culture (MOC) is relatively young and was established in May 2012 as 
an upgrade from the Council for Cultural Affairs. Following its strategy to internationalize 
Taiwanese culture, the MOC launched its first integrated policy plan for cultural diplomacy.1 
The four-year ‘Global Outreach Action Plan,’ from 2013 to 2016, aimed to enhance Taiwan’s 
cultural diplomacy by creating more opportunities for Taiwan-based artists and groups to 
showcase their works to a global audience and offering consultation and sponsorship. In this 
regard, the MOC’s role in international cultural promotion is still more of a passive grant giver 
rather heavy-handed diplomatic pusher. The new Global Layout Action Plan 2017-2020 
Phase II International and Cross-Strait Exchange Medium-range Plan (文化部全球佈局行
動方案2017-2020年第二期國際及兩岸交流中程計劃) comes with a budget of €9.21 mil-
lion. 

Table 3: Government spending on ECP fields as a % of total outlays 

 2019 2015 

Culture 1.5 1.6 

Education 13.9 12.6 

R & D  5.5 5.5 

Media n/a n/a 

Sources: Directorate-General of Budget, Accounting and Statistics, Executive Yuan.  

In 2016, as Taiwan elected its new President Tsai Ing-wen, the new Southbound Policy (NSP) 
was introduced. The guideline for the NSP was set out at a meeting on international economic 
and trade strategy hosted by President Tsai on August 16, 2016.2 It aims to strengthen Taipei’s 
relationships with eighteen countries—most of which are within Taiwan’s extended region—
and leverage Taiwan’s cultural, educational, technological, economic assets to deepen its re-
gional integration. These countries include the ASEAN countries, six South Asian countries 
(India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Bhutan), Australia, and New Zealand. 
 
The NSP follows similarly named policies initiated under President Lee Teng-hui and Chen 
Shui-bian. The primary goal of these NSP’s was to diversify Taiwan’s  outbound investment 
away from mainland China and into Southeast Asia. However, the previous leaders’ imple-
mentation of the “Go South” Policies disregarded China’s strong market advantages and led 
only to limited success (Sun & Zhao, 2016). The overall budget for Tsai’s NSP in 2017 and 
2018 was NT$4.45 billion (€ 142 million) and NT$7.26 billion (€ 231 million) respectively. 
The Ministry of Education has dedicated 23.5% of the budget, which is NT$1.7 billion  
(€ 54.1 million) (CSIS, 2018).  
 
Compared to its predecessors, Tsai’s NSP is more strategic and comprehensive, and its focus 
is no longer only on economic benefits. The core of the NSP is a desire to weave Taiwan into 
a “people-centered” community of nations. However, Taiwan’s long-term gains, both 

 
1 The Ministry will strive to achieve this goal through its international promotion policies — i.e. to create more opportuni-
ties for Taiwan-based artists and groups to showcase their works to a global audience. By offering consultations and 
sponsorships as well as tapping into overseas networks, the Ministry hopes to continue nurturing Taiwan’s growing cul-
tural influence in the international sphere. 
2 https://www.roc-taiwan.org/bn_en/post/644.html  

https://www.roc-taiwan.org/bn_en/post/644.html
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economically and diplomatically, are still debatable, given its geopolitical situation in the re-
gion. It faces competition and pressure not only from mainland China but also from Japan 
and South Korea, which likewise seek to expand their influence in Southeast Asia.3 

2. External cultural policy: an overview 
The central pillar of Taiwan’s ECP is its liberal-democratic political culture as a Chinese-
speaking state. Another significant part of Taiwan’s soft power lies in the activism of civil so-
ciety and the vibrant discussions about major policy issues that occur each day in multiple 
public spaces (Rawslney, 2016). 
 
Since the lift of martial law in 1987 and democratization movements in the 1990s, Taiwan’s 
domestic and international NGO participation has flourished. Today Taiwan has over 40,000 
NGOs, some 2,100 of which operate internationally. Many of Taiwan’s non -governmental 
representatives are warmly received abroad, especially in humanitarian assistance, disaster re-
lief, health aid, and environmental activities. This also gave Taiwan a degree of access to or-
ganizations and countries it otherwise would be denied (Rajczyk, 2019). 
 
After Ma Ying-jeou’s election in 2008, the KMT embarked on a domestic and international 
project to restore a more traditional Chinese and Taiwanese political and cultural identity that 
included a renewed emphasis on Confucian values and teachings (Bourke, 2019). Under Ma’s 
Administration, there was a shift in emphasis to cultural diplomacy as a policy instrument 
capable of redefining Taiwan’s international role and extending its diplomatic space, espe-
cially with the establishment of the Taiwan Academy in 2011 and the creation of the Ministry 
of Culture in 2012. Tsai’s move to expand the New Southbound Policy into culture and ed-
ucation has further consolidated this trend.  
 
Even though Taiwan’s ECP has a strong strategic dimension, it still faces external and internal 
challenges. Externally, Taiwan is caught up in a ‘double bind’ between fearing China yet being 
compelled to integrate economically with its much larger neighbor. Within Taiwan, the gov-
ernment still has to actively communicate its external cultural policies with the foreign public, 
especially in sight of the growing party schism and the dissolution of Taiwan’s previous main 
public diplomacy agency, the Government Information Office (GIO). 
 
  

 
3 https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/10/19/south-korea-beyond-northeast-asia-how-seoul-is-deepening-ties-with-
india-and-asean-pub-85572  

https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/10/19/south-korea-beyond-northeast-asia-how-seoul-is-deepening-ties-with-india-and-asean-pub-85572
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/10/19/south-korea-beyond-northeast-asia-how-seoul-is-deepening-ties-with-india-and-asean-pub-85572
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Table 4: Key ECP Statistics for Taiwan 
 2019 

Number of countries with ECP activities over 58 

Total number of institutions abroad over 198 

Total number of FTE staff engaged in ECP activities - 

ECP freelance & local contract staff - 

Government financial support (€ million) Ministry of Foreign Affairs: 9.82 
Ministry of Education: 69.6 

Financial scale of all ECP activities - 

Comparative ECP ranking medium 

  

Figure 1: Institutional map of Taiwan’s ECP 
 

 

3. Fields of ECP 
Several key players involved in ECP include the Ministry of Culture (MOC), National Palace 
Museum, the Ministry of Education (MOE), Overseas Community Affairs Council (OCAC), 
as well as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA). 
 
Non-governmental organizations, student societies, and other forms of activities extending from 
Taiwan’s civil society are another major part of Taiwan’s public diplomacy. The International 
Cooperation and Development Fund of Taiwan should be mentioned here as a unique example 
of non-government organizations involved in public diplomacy. As an independent organiza-
tion with the status of a consortium of juridical persons, it develops international cooperation 
in areas of agriculture, education, environment, information, and communication technology. 
MOFA has also financially supported some of its projects.  

  



6 ifa ECP Monitor Country Report | Taiwan 

 

3.1. Culture and the arts 

Table 5: Key statistics on culture and the art 

 2019 2015 

Number of countries present 13 (2021)  n/a 

Number of institutes Taiwan Academy: 3 
Cultural centers and offices of 
Ministry of Culture: 16 

Taiwan Academy: 3 
 

Number of FTE staff  - - 

Budget (€ million) 34.72 n/a 

 
According to the reports prepared by the 2018 National Conference on Cultural Governance, 
the MOC’s budget in 2019 “will for the first-time account for over 1% of the central govern-
ment’s annual budget, while the budget for supporting the cultural agencies  of local govern-
ments is set to grow by 300%” (Rawslney, 2016). As of 2021 November, the MOC has 16 
cultural centers and offices across the world. 
 
In 2019, the Taiwan Creative Content Agency (TAICCA) was established. Modeled after the 
Korea Creative Content Agency (KOCCA), the TAICCA seeks to promote Taiwan’s culture 
and export its creative content to the global market. In 2019 and 2020, it has raised a total of 
NT$328.75 million (US$11.8 million) of investment in the content industry and made a trad-
ing volume of US$48.76 million. Currently, the TAICCA is in cooperation with the Euro-
pean Union and ten major cultural powers, such as China, Germany, France, Japan, and the 
U.S.  

3.2. Language 

Table 6: Key figures on language promotion 

 2019 2015 

Number of countries  4 - 

Number of institutes  
(Taiwan Centre for Mandarin 
Learning) 

18 (2021) - 

Number of students  - - 

Number of candidates for Chi-
nese language qualifications 24,232 16,259 

 
The main institution that promotes the Chinese language abroad is the Taiwan Academy, and 
it originated as a core electoral campaign promise within Ma Ying-jeou’s overarching cultural 
agenda. According to the 2008 Cultural Policy White Paper, the Taiwan Academy is a cross-
departmental platform that integrates resources from entities like the MOC, National Science 
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Council (now known as the Ministry of Science and Technology). The cultural vision from 
the MOC attempted to ground Taiwan’s international presence in traditional Chinese culture 
and promote so-called “Chinese culture with Taiwanese characteristics.” 
 
During Ma’s presidential campaign in 2008, the Taiwan Academy was styled as a moral and 
cultural authority on Chineseness. This set Taiwan’s Chinese culture in direct competition 
with the PRC and its associated Confucius Institutes. Although Ms. Lung Ying-tai, the first 
Minister of Culture in Ma’s administration, later clarified Ma’s statement and pointed that 
Taiwan Academies and Confucius Institutes had different missions. The comparison between 
the two, however, was unavoidable in political discourse (Wei, 2017). 
 
So far, Taiwan Academies have opened in New York, Los Angeles, and Houston, while con-
tact points have been set up in 64 countries, according to the MOFA report in 2013.4 While 
New York has the strategic position as the cultural capital of the U.S., Los Angeles is the home 
to the largest population of overseas Taiwanese. Mobilizing the U.S.-based Taiwanese dias-
pora is important to Taiwan in managing its relationship with the U.S. and stabilizing U.S.-
China relations (Steinberg, 2020). Unlike MOC’s own cultural centers overseas, Taiwan 
Academies and their resource centers are charged with promoting Taiwan’s education and  
cultural offerings on a broader scale and networking with higher education institutions to cre-
ate new contact points. However, because the Taiwan Academy is barred from charging for 
its programs in the U.S. for political reasons, it is often implemented on a limited central 
budget. 
 
In 2021, Taiwan’s Overseas Community Affairs Council (OCAC) launched the TCML Es-
tablishment Program and approved the establishment of eighteen Taiwan Centers for Man-
darin Learning (TCML), with fifteen in the U.S. and three in the U.K., Germany, and France. 
This initiative is part of the U.S.-Taiwan Education Initiative, a memorandum of understand-
ing signed by the American Institute in Taiwan (AIT) and the Taipei Economic and Cultural 
Representative Office in December of 2020. 

3.3. Primary and secondary education 

Table 7: Key figures on primary and secondary education 

 2019 2015 

Number of countries 3 3 

Number of schools 5 5 

Number of students 1,971(2018)  2,978 

Number of staff / teachers 247 (2018)  252 

Budget (€ million) 2.86 1.92 

 

  

 
4 https://en.mofa.gov.tw/News_Content.aspx?n=1303&s=31818  

https://en.mofa.gov.tw/News_Content.aspx?n=1303&s=31818
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The Department of International and Cross-strait Education is a critical player in Taiwan’s 
educational diplomacy, and it is responsible for Taiwan’s overseas schools together with sub-
sidizing business schools in mainland China. Its other duties include academic exchange, Chi-
nese language promotion, counseling and administration for international students, etc. The 
budget for the department in 2019 is €69.6 million.5 
 
Domestically, education for the children of Southeast Asian immigrants is another focus for 
Taiwan to build partner networks. Of the almost 200,000 children of immigrants registered 
in Taiwan’s primary and secondary schools in 2016, 58 percent (114,247 people) had at least 
one parent originally from an NSP target country (CSIS, 2018). In June 2016, Taiwan’s Na-
tional Immigration Agency (NIA) launched a series of programs for second-generation South-
east Asian immigrants entitled the “New Immigrant Second-Generation Empowerment Pro-
grams (NISGEP).” They not only encourage ethnically Southeast Asian children to visit their 
countries of origin and learn the native languages, but these programs also subsidize their ed-
ucation at all levels.6  

3.4. Tertiary education and science 

Table 8: Key figures on tertiary education and science 

 2019 2015 

Number of countries 
(Taiwan Fellowship) 

41 59 

Number of universities / colleges 
abroad 

n/a n/a 

Number of students   

Number of foreign students  Inbound (Mainland Chinese): 
28,743 
Inbound (Total): 116,175 
Outbound: 41,559 

Inbound (Mainland Chinese): 
26,649 
Inbound (Total): 110,182 
Outbound: 38,166 

Number of government schol-
arships awarded7 

Taiwan Scholarship and 
Huayu Enrichment Scholar-
ship Program: 1,609 
Taiwan Fellowship: 126 

- 
 
 
Taiwan Fellowship: 234 

Number of teachers dispatched 146 (2018)  104 

Budget (€ million) 
(Taiwan Scholarships and Fellowships) 

13.76 10.76 

 

 
5 Refer to pp. 265 to 270 of the annual budget MOE 2019.  
6 https://www.immigration.gov.tw/5385/7445/7451/7457/7493/  
7 Refers to the total number of Fulbright grants to foreign nationals. 

https://www.immigration.gov.tw/5385/7445/7451/7457/7493/
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In October 2016, the Ministry of Education published the New Southbound Talent Devel-
opment Plan, which outlines the government’s strategy to foster bilateral talent exchanges.8 
The plan has three goals: 1) attract students from NSP target countries; 2) sponsor Taiwanese 
students to study and work in those countries; 3) improve access to high-quality education for 
the children of Southeast Asian immigrants. In 2019, the total MOE budget for NSP was 
NT$1.57 billion (€ 49.9 million ).9 
 
In 2015, 110,182 international students studied at tertiary institutions in Taiwan, with 28,492 
students from NSP target countries. The NSP seeks a 20% growth per year in the number of 
students from New Southbound countries (NSC) coming to Taiwan for study/research (in-
cluding international cooperation classes in industry and education), and the target in 2019 is 
48,300 students. In 2017, it allocated NT$1 billion (€ 31.8 million) towards this effort, which 
included funding for scholarships, recruitment programs, and subsidies for universities. Ac-
cording to the Department of Statistics’ announcement of the number of international stu-
dents in 2019, the number of students from New Southbound countries studying and re-
searching in Taiwan is 51,970. 
 
Additionally, the NSP policy intends to send at least 2,000 young domestic students to New 
Southbound countries for internships every year. As of December 2019, 2,204 college stu-
dents were subsidized by the Ministry for internship training in enterprises or organizations 
in NSC.10 Meanwhile, MOFA continues to offer Taiwan Scholarships and Taiwan Fellow-
ships, with a total of 126 foreign scholars arriving in 2019 to research in Taiwan. 

Table 8: Key figures on science 

 2019 2015 

Number of countries Over 41 - 

Number of institutes 12 0 

Number of international coopera-
tion agreements and MoUs Over 123 (2021)  - 

Number of projects 98 130 

Number of scientists in exchange 
programs Inbound: 559 Inbound: 758 

 
To align with the New Southbound Policy (NSP), the Ministry of Science and Technology 
(MOST) has been providing funding for academic institutions in Taiwan and their counter-
parts in South and Southeast Asian countries to establish “Science and Technology Innova-
tion Centers (STICs).” Since 2017, twelve STICs have been set up in 10 countries, including 
Singapore, Indonesia, Malaysia, India, Vietnam, Thailand, Sri Lanka, the Philippines, Cam-
bodia, and Myanmar. In 2019, with a “people-oriented” focus, MOST highlighted basic sci-
ence research and facilitated the international flow of research professionals. 

 
8 https://www.edunsbp.moe.gov.tw/  
9 Refer to pp. 155 of MOE Annual Budget 2019.  
10 https://ws.moe.edu.tw/001/Upload/3/relfile/8717/79323/3e461ab2-7a71-4fe2-8972-b7651fcac3f4.pdf  

https://www.edunsbp.moe.gov.tw/
https://ws.moe.edu.tw/001/Upload/3/relfile/8717/79323/3e461ab2-7a71-4fe2-8972-b7651fcac3f4.pdf
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3.5. Foreign Media 

Table 9: Key figures on foreign media 

 2019 2015 

Radio: Radio Taiwan International   

Number of countries broad-
casted to 

- - 

Number of languages 13 - 

Number of channels - - 

Audience / weekly (million) - - 

Digital & social media audience 
(million) 

- - 

New Media   

Social networks following Page views: 16,260,057 times 
Number of Internet radio lis-
teners: 509,808 times 
Cumulative number of new 
media users: 218,969 

- 

Audience / unique visitors 
(monthly / million) 

- - 

Budget (€ million) - - 

 
As Taiwan’s national radio station and its only international radio broadcaster, Radio Taiwan 
International (RTI) serves as the “voice of Taiwan.” One of its primary goals is to promote 
Taiwan’s democracy and culture through news and programs in 13 languages. The Radio Tai-
wan International, with 260 employees, made a total of 3,396 hours of production and 5,495 
hours of broadcast in foreign languages in 2019.11  

4. Challenges and future outlook 
After Tsai’s election in 2016, a “participatory revolution” of Taiwanese cultural policy en-
sued. Its core aim is to make culture policymaking in Taiwan a bottom-up process, as ex-
plained in the 2018 Cultural White Paper.12 This may indicate that Taiwan’s cultural diplo-
macy has taken a big step to move beyond visibility in the Indo-Pacific region since this lengthy 
project also intends to welcome Southeast immigrants into Taiwan, which will pose new 

 
11 https://mocfile.moc.gov.tw/files/201908/909dd2a9-534e-4dd5-abc1-9c176a3a82ca.pdf; 
https://mocfile.moc.gov.tw/files/202101/1cdfdf32-0af4-45b9-b05f-1f89fe14b1b4.pdf  
12 https://labgov.city/theurbanmedialab/taiwan-a-participatory-process-for-the-new-cultural-policy/  

https://mocfile.moc.gov.tw/files/201908/909dd2a9-534e-4dd5-abc1-9c176a3a82ca.pdf
https://mocfile.moc.gov.tw/files/202101/1cdfdf32-0af4-45b9-b05f-1f89fe14b1b4.pdf
https://labgov.city/theurbanmedialab/taiwan-a-participatory-process-for-the-new-cultural-policy/


11 ifa ECP Monitor Country Report | Taiwan 

 

challenges to Taiwan’s capacities for inclusivity and intercultural communication.13 At the 
same time, the majority ruling party as of 2022, the Democratic Progressive Party, also shifted 
Taipei’s cultural diplomacy focus to enhance the island’s cultural exchange efforts in South-
east Asia with the new NSP.  
 
However, soft power will remain a complicated conversation in Taiwan not only because of 
its relationship with the PRC externally, but also because of internal political schisms regard-
ing national and cultural identity – there is no consensus on what constitutes Taiwanese cul-
tural soft power (deLisle, 2014). As a result, the evolution of soft power discourse has been 
uneven, tending to ideologically reorient with every administrative handover between parties 
(Bourke, 2019).  
 
The “Taiwan question” will continue to be a matter of national relevance for mainland China. 
While it will become more urgent the more intense the US-China relationship gets and the 
more the Chinese government is pressured into adopting increasingly aggressive nationalist 
policies,14 the “New Cold War” can be a risk as well as an opportunity for Taiwan’s ECP, 
especially with the newly established fifteen Taiwan Centers for Mandarin Learning filling the 
gaps left by the Confucius Institutes in the U.S. Still, the Cross-Strait relations shall continue 
to dominate Taiwan’s political, social, and economic development over the following years.  
 
All in all, leveraging Taiwan’s advantages in soft power, such as its democratic values and vi-
brant civil society, will still be central to the success of the NSP and its overall ECP. In 2014, 
Taiwan has seen massive protests led by students that led to a complete reshuffling of the po-
litical landscape. This event that became known as Sunflower Movement has inspired a bout 
of youth activism that encourages the government to in key issues including education and 
nuclear power.15 In 2019, Taiwan became the first Asian country to legalize gay marriage. In 
sight of its recent achievements, Taiwan should fully use these sources of soft power and ac-
tively promote its culture and its successful model of democracy.   
  

 
13 https://taiwaninsight.org/2019/01/17/inclusivity-new-policies-on-taiwans-cultural-diplomacy-in-the-culture-white-
paper-2018/  
14 https://bti-project.org/en/reports/country-report/TWN#pos21  
15 https://carnegieendowment.org/2018/08/02/activist-legacy-of-taiwan-s-sunflower-movement-pub-76966 

https://taiwaninsight.org/2019/01/17/inclusivity-new-policies-on-taiwans-cultural-diplomacy-in-the-culture-white-paper-2018/
https://taiwaninsight.org/2019/01/17/inclusivity-new-policies-on-taiwans-cultural-diplomacy-in-the-culture-white-paper-2018/
https://bti-project.org/en/reports/country-report/TWN#pos21
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