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Abstract
All countries, whether they regulate it or not, have images, and it is the cornerstone of country branding. It is a long and complicated process to improve a nation's image. This dissertation examines country branding within the European Union from a governance-based perspective. While existing literature often treats country branding as a communication-driven activity, this study argues that national brand outcomes are primarily shaped by governance capacity, institutional coordination, and policy performance.

The research addresses the observed variation in country branding effectiveness among EU member states. Despite operating within a shared institutional framework, countries demonstrate significantly different levels of branding coherence, credibility, and international positioning. This suggests that branding outcomes cannot be explained by promotional efforts alone.

To analyse this relationship, the study applies a structured comparative case study approach, supported by qualitative document analysis and cross-case comparison. Selected EU member states are examined through a standardized analytical framework consisting of five dimensions: governance context, branding governance architecture, strategic narrative orientation, competitive positioning within the EU, and digital and diplomatic mediation. In addition, the study introduces the Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI) as a complementary tool for comparing governance and branding performance.

The comparative analysis identifies distinct patterns across governance configurations. In structurally advanced systems, branding outcomes are often strong but unevenly aligned with institutional structures. The study contributes to the literature by shifting the analytical focus from communication strategies to governance structures, offering a structured framework for analysing country branding as a process embedded in public administration. The development of the CBGI further provides a basis for systematic comparison and policy-oriented evaluation of country branding performance.
1. Chapter: Introduction
1.1 RESEARCH TOPIC AND PROBLEM DEFINITION

In the corporate world, branding has been a trending theme for years and firms have invested huge funds in building their image and promotion. (Van Ham 2002: 249) Nation brands are important because the choices of people to visit, work, research, and contribute are inspired by them. It is important that governments do not voluntarily decide the image of how they are displayed all across the world constantly. Next, administrations need to acknowledge what their export or tourism branding concept relies on, as having a target is a start point to achieve. (Olins 2007: p, 172–179)

Despite the increasing importance of branding at the national level, significant differences remain in how countries are perceived internationally. While some states consistently maintain strong and stable reputations, others struggle to improve their image despite extensive promotional efforts. This variation raises a fundamental question regarding the effectiveness of country branding strategies and the factors that determine their success.

The idea of country branding is simple at first glance, because countries have developed images throughout history, and these images are vital for advancement and competition. A country's brand is different from its marketing synonym, because marketing techniques and strategies alone cannot promise to raise the country's image. The country's brand reflects local governance, quality of life, economy, socio-political situation, and foreign relations. It is not about investing in local and foreign media to say how beautiful the country is. Of course, the country's branding and promotion activities require a lot of money, but the country's reputation cannot be built on money alone.

This raises an important limitation in the dominant understanding of country branding. If branding were purely a matter of communication and promotion, countries with higher investments in marketing and advertising would be expected to achieve stronger international reputations. However, this hasn’t been proved yet (Hao et al., 2019) . The assumption that national image can be managed independently through communication strategies appears insufficient to explain the observed differences between countries.
Country branding plays a role in shaping perceptions of authority and policy in global markets, serving as a strategic tool for countries to position themselves internationally (Aronczyk, 2013). It helps in foreign cooperation to gain a legal seat. Initially, business branding consultancies are the majority of corporations advising on country branding issues today. Public relations, publicity, and advertisements have been dominant sources of branding in the post-modern era of branding. The key sort of government (Jansen 2008) that wants to benefit from the impacts and opportunities that others suggest it can manipulate can bear to deny the influence of its picture. The country tag in the worldwide market is a logical and essential measure of the "authorization to exchange" of a government. It is a test of its worthiness to whatever is left of the community of its family, housing, society, deals, goods, and services. Its residents may benefit from the influence of the impression generated by their residents, and from opportunities provided by others. (Anholt, 2010)

These observations suggest that success of country branding goes beyond communications and involves other structural elements such as the quality of governance and the capacity of institutions, among others. Countries that have solid institutions, well-coordinated policies, and good trust levels build strong international images, while those with poor governance face difficulties sustaining positive images despite their branding.

This issue has important practical implications for governments. Ineffective branding strategies may lead to the misallocation of public resources, particularly when investments in promotion are not supported by underlying institutional performance. As a result, understanding the relationship between governance and country branding is essential for developing more effective and sustainable approaches to national positioning in the global environment.
 1.2 RESEARCH GAP AND THEORETICAL POSITIONING
The main message of country branding is that, if a country is ambitious about improving its global picture, it should focus on country brand improvement and advertising instead of dreaming unrealistic results. Just a reliable, composed, and whole stream of helpful, perceptible, top-notch, or more all-important thoughts, items, and arrangements can, progressively, upgrade the standing of the country that introduces them. Country branding is a process that consists of "country branding strategy, substance, and symbolic activities". (Anholt 2011) When a country brand places the authenticity of the country, it will elevate its notoriety and recognition.

Civil society, the public sector, and the private sector's joint work leads to the main target - a positive profile. The essence, value, and influence of soft power should not be overlooked. Recognizing the qualities and limitations of a nation to either strengthen the foundation, processes, and policy or to resolve uncertainty would enable countries to achieve their potential and opportunities for entry.

Simon Anholt first promoted the nation's branding concept in 1996 and it was questioned a great deal in the 21st century. Nation marketing research initially focused on conversations about the appearance or prestige of a country. The opportunity to seek worldwide resources is assumed to be a fruitful country mark: tourists, trade capital, and human capital. Melissa Aronczyk (2013) argues that country marking is currently a notable trend in which corporate and state premiums are developed and "generated in nations with emerging industry markets and with developed developing societies alike".

The image of a country is built over time through ideas. These concepts, along with Public Administration, Personality and Culture, revolve around the Land and History of the country. Finally, this image will create a central idea that creates a sense of belonging to the country.

While the literature on country branding has considerably grown in recent decades, a substantial portion of the research remains concentrated on communication techniques, promotional activities, and perception management. Current methodologies frequently highlight how nations can enhance their reputation via marketing instruments, public diplomacy, or strategic narratives. However, this perspective does not fully capture why countries with similar nation branding efforts don't achieve similar outcomes.

A key limitation in the literature is the insufficient attention given to the structural and institutional conditions that shape country branding effectiveness. Although it is widely acknowledged that authenticity and substance are important, there is limited systematic analysis of how governance capacity, policy performance, and institutional coordination influence national branding outcomes (Rojas-Méndez & Khoshnevis, 2022). As a result, country branding is frequently treated as a relatively autonomous activity, rather than as a process embedded in broader governance systems.
This gap becomes particularly evident in comparative contexts. There is a lack of studies that examine country branding across states that share similar external conditions but differ in internal governance capacity. Without such a framework, it is difficult to isolate the factors that drive variation in national brand performance and to understand how differences in governance translate into differences in international perception.

This thesis addresses this gap by advancing a governance-based perspective on country branding. It argues that country branding should not be understood primarily as a communication tool, but as an outcome that reflects the underlying realities of governance, institutional capacity, and policy effectiveness. In this sense, branding is not created independently, but emerges from the ability of the state to deliver consistent performance and to coordinate its strategic priorities.

From this perspective, communication and promotion remain important, but they function as mediating mechanisms rather than primary drivers. The effectiveness of branding strategies depends on the credibility of the underlying governance structures, and therefore cannot be sustained in the absence of institutional performance.

The European Union provides a particularly suitable context for examining this relationship. Member states operate within a shared institutional and regulatory framework, which reduces structural variability and allows for more systematic comparison. At the same time, significant differences remain in governance quality, administrative coordination, and policy outcomes. This combination of similarity and variation creates an opportunity to analyse how governance capacity translates into country branding outcomes in a structured and comparable environment.

By positioning country branding within the context of governance, this thesis seeks to move beyond descriptive and communication-focused approaches and contribute to a more systematic and analytically grounded understanding of how national brands are formed and sustained.
1.3 RESEARCH DESIGN
1.3.1 RESEARCH PURPOSE
The idea of the study is to develop a case study of country branding as a development tool in politics and give an example of governments/countries. It will first define soft power, image building, public and cultural diplomacy, and the concept of country branding, and study the application of country branding. 

This thesis will examine country branding as one of the sources of public administration and development policy tools. This study will use the case study approach to deliver the message of country branding, also considering the parameters of country branding, defining the country brands of different countries. 
1.3.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
To achieve this purpose, the study pursues the following objectives:

a) To analyse the conceptual and theoretical foundations of country branding and its relationship with governance 

b) To examine how governance capacity, institutional coordination, and policy performance influence country branding outcomes 

c) To compare different approaches to country branding across selected European Union member states 

d) To identify patterns and variations in how governance structures translate into branding strategies and international positioning 

e) To develop a structured analytical framework for examining country branding as a governance process 

f) To construct a composite measurement tool, the Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI), for comparing country branding performance

1.3.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The following research questions guide the study:

· RQ1: How do different governance configurations shape country branding outcomes in the European Union, and through what mechanisms are governance capacities translated into external image formation?
· RQ2: What role does alignment between governance structures, coordination mechanisms, and strategic narratives play in shaping country branding effectiveness?
· RQ3: How do different governance configurations produce distinct country branding models across EU member states?
· RQ4: What are the key drivers of success and failure in country branding among EU member states?
· RQ5: What is the relationship between governance indicators and country branding performance in the European Union? 

· RQ6: How can a Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI) be developed to systematically measure and compare the relationship between governance capacity and country branding performance?

1.3.4 RESEARCH HYPOTHESES
The dissertation tests the following hypotheses:

· H1 (Main Hypothesis): Country branding outcomes are shaped by governance capacity and institutional performance rather than communication strategies alone.
· H2: Country branding effectiveness depends on the alignment between governance structures, coordination mechanisms, and strategic narrative construction. 

· H3: Different governance configurations produce distinct country branding models rather than variations of a single branding approach.
· H4: Key drivers of successful country branding include governance quality, policy coherence, institutional coordination, and narrative credibility.
· H5: Higher governance quality is associated with stronger country branding potential, but this relationship is mediated by coordination and narrative alignment.
The hypotheses are derived from the theoretical position outlined in this thesis, which emphasizes the role of governance capacity as a key determinant of country branding outcomes. They reflect the assumption that national brand performance is rooted in institutional quality, policy coherence, and strategic focus, rather than being solely the result of communication and promotional activities. Each hypothesis is further examined and contextualized in the literature review and tested through the comparative case study analysis and cross-case evaluation.

Not all hypotheses are tested at the same analytical level. While H1–H4 are primarily examined through comparative case studies, H5 is addressed through cross-case comparison and supported by the development of the Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI).
1.3.5 ALIGNMENT OF RESEARCH DESIGN
The table below (Table 1) outlines the structured alignment of the research design, demonstrating the operationalisation of the identified research gap through objectives, research questions, and hypotheses, and their connection to analytical emphasis and methodological approach.

Table 1 Alignment of Research Design

	Research Gap
	Research Objective
	Research Question
	Hypothesis
	Analytical Focus
	Method

	Country branding is often treated as communication-driven, while governance capacity and institutional structures are underexplored
	Analyse the relationship between governance and branding
	RQ1: To what extent do branding outcomes reflect governance capacity and institutional performance rather than communication strategies alone?
	H1: Country branding outcomes are shaped by governance capacity and institutional performance
	Governance → Branding link
	Case studies + comparison

	Lack of clarity on how governance structures shape branding outcomes
	Examine governance configurations
	RQ3: How do governance configurations translate into branding strategies and outcomes?
	H3: Different governance configurations produce distinct branding models
	Institutional structure & coordination
	Case studies

	Limited understanding of how governance capacity is translated into effective branding
	Analyse alignment mechanisms
	RQ2: What role does alignment between governance structures, coordination mechanisms, and strategic narratives play in shaping branding outcomes?
	H2: Branding effectiveness depends on alignment between governance, coordination, and narrative
	Alignment (governance → coordination → narrative)
	Cross-case comparison

	Insufficient explanation of branding success factors beyond communication
	Identify drivers of success
	RQ4: What are the key drivers of success and failure in country branding?
	H4: Governance quality, coordination, and narrative coherence are key drivers of branding success
	Drivers (governance, coordination, narrative)
	Synthesis

	Weak integration of governance and branding measurement
	Measure governance–branding relationship
	RQ5: What is the relationship between governance indicators and branding performance?
	H5: Governance quality is associated with branding performance, mediated by coordination and narrative alignment
	Governance–branding relationship
	CBGI


1.3.6 CONTRIBUTION OF THE THESIS
…To be finalized at the very end … 

1.3.6 STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION
…To be finalized at the very end … 

2. Chapter: Methodology

The study examines country branding as a governance-related phenomenon within the European Union. The main objective is not to measure how countries are perceived externally, but to understand how national images are developed, coordinated, and projected through governance structures.

For this reason, the methodology is designed to capture the relationship between governance capacity and branding capacity. The author does not treat country branding as an isolated communication activity. Instead, approaches it as a process that is embedded in institutional structures, policy coordination, and administrative performance.

To address the research questions, the dissertation applies a structured comparative case study approach. This is supported by qualitative document analysis and cross-case comparison. In addition, the study introduces the Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI), a complementary tool for comparing country performance.

The chapter is structured as follows. First, the study's methodological positioning is explained. Second, the research design and case study approach are presented. Third, the logic of case selection and clustering is outlined. Fourth, the analytical framework used in the case studies is described. Finally, the chapter explains the data sources, analytical methods, and the role of the CBGI.
2.1. METHODOLOGICAL POSITIONING OF THE STUDY
This chapter adopts a comparative case study approach, focusing on selected European Union member states as the units of analysis. The purpose is to examine how governance capacity influences country branding capacity across different institutional settings.

The methodological choice is closely linked to the nature of the research problem. The study not only seeks to establish whether governance and country branding are related. It also examines how this relationship is formed through institutional structures, coordination mechanisms, policy priorities, and external projection. A purely outcome-based approach would therefore be insufficient, as the research requires attention to the processes through which country branding is developed and implemented.

Each case is examined through the same analytical structure. This enables comparison while preserving the specific political, administrative, and economic context of each country. The approach also helps identify how different governance arrangements shape branding strategies and capacities.

Methodologically, the chapter combines three elements: qualitative case study analysis, cross-case comparison, and a measurement-oriented component through the Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI). The case studies provide depth, the common analytical structure ensures comparability, and the CBGI adds an additional layer of interpretation. Together, these elements support an analysis of the mechanisms linking governance capacity to country-branding performance.

2.2. RESEARCH DESIGN
The research design is based on a comparative case study approach. The unit of analysis is the European Union member state, and each selected country is treated as an individual case. Through these cases, the dissertation examines the relationship between governance capacity and country branding.

The design follows the central assumption that country branding is not independent from governance structures. Branding outcomes are shaped by the ways institutions function, policies are coordinated, national narratives are constructed, and external communication is organized. In this sense, country branding is approached not only as a communication activity, but also as a governance-related process.

The analytical logic of the study can be understood as a sequence. Governance capacity shapes institutional coordination; institutional coordination influences strategic narrative formation; strategic narratives inform competitive positioning; and this positioning affects how the country is projected internationally. This sequence provides the basis for analysing how internal state capacity is translated into external country image.

The research design consists of three main components. First, selected EU member states are analysed as case studies using the same set of analytical dimensions. Second, the findings are compared across cases in order to identify similarities, differences, and recurring patterns. Third, the Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI) is used as a complementary tool to support comparative interpretation.

The design is therefore qualitative and comparative, with an additional measurement element. It enables examination of internal country-branding processes in individual cases while also identifying broader patterns across the European Union.

2.3. JUSTIFICATION FOR THE COMPARATIVE CASE STUDY APPROACH
A comparative case study approach is appropriate because the research deals with a complex and context-dependent phenomenon. Country branding cannot be fully understood through rankings, perception surveys, or numerical indicators alone. It involves governance structures, institutional coordination, economic positioning, strategic narratives, and communication practices. These elements operate within specific national contexts and cannot be separated from them.

The aim is not only to observe differences between countries, but to explain how these differences emerge. In particular, the study examines how governance capacity shapes branding capacity. This requires a method capable of capturing processes, relationships, and mechanisms within each country.

Case studies are suitable for this purpose because they allow close examination of how governance systems operate in practice. They make it possible to analyse how institutions are organized, how decisions are made, and how coordination takes place across state and non-state actors. These processes are difficult to capture through aggregate indicators alone.

At the same time, the dissertation is not based on a single case. A comparative approach is necessary in order to identify broader patterns and variations. By examining several EU member states, the research can compare how different governance configurations shape country branding strategies and outcomes.

The European Union provides a particularly suitable context for this comparison. Member states operate within a shared institutional and regulatory environment, which creates a basic level of comparability. At the same time, they differ in governance quality, administrative traditions, coordination capacity, and economic structure. This combination of shared context and national variation makes the EU an appropriate setting for comparative analysis.

Using the same analytical structure across all cases strengthens the methodology. It ensures that the comparison remains systematic rather than descriptive or fragmented. It also allows the case studies to contribute to a wider argument about the relationship between governance capacity and country branding.

Overall, the comparative case study approach allows the research to combine depth and comparability. It supports detailed analysis of individual countries while also enabling broader conclusions about governance and branding within the European Union.

2.4. CASE SELECTION STRATEGY
The case selection follows a theory-driven logic. Its purpose is to capture meaningful variation in governance structures within the European Union.

EU member states provide a useful basis for comparison because they operate within a shared institutional and regulatory context. At the same time, important differences exist between them in terms of governance capacity, administrative traditions, coordination mechanisms, and policy implementation. These differences create the variation needed for comparative analysis.

For this reason, the cases are selected according to the principle of variation rather than statistical representativeness. The selected countries are not intended to represent all EU member states numerically. Instead, they are chosen because they reflect different governance configurations, enabling the research to examine how institutional arrangements influence country-branding processes.

The selected cases include more centralized systems, more coordinated or network-based systems, and more fragmented or transitional arrangements. This variation is important for understanding how governance capacity can be translated into branding capacity in different ways.

The number of cases is deliberately limited in order to allow in-depth analysis. Each case is examined using the same analytical structure, ensuring consistency while preserving the contextual detail required for comparative case study research.

2.5. CASE STUDY CLUSTERING LOGIC
In addition to case selection, the dissertation uses clustering to organize the cases into analytically meaningful groups. The clustering is based on governance characteristics rather than primarily on geography or economic indicators.

The central concern is how institutional capacity is organized and coordinated. The clustering therefore considers the degree of centralization or decentralization, the level of institutional coordination, the stability and maturity of governance systems, and the relationship between state and non-state actors.

On this basis, the cases are grouped according to different governance logics. This makes it possible to compare countries that share similar institutional features, while also examining differences within each group. The aim is not to impose rigid categories, but to make the comparative analysis more focused and analytically useful.

Clustering acts as an intermediate step between individual case analysis and overall comparison. It helps identify recurring governance–branding relationships, shows how similar systems may produce different branding outcomes, and highlights differences between groups of countries in a more systematic way.

2.6. ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK FOR CASE STUDIES
The case studies are organized around a common analytical framework. This framework translates the central research assumption into a set of dimensions for empirical analysis. Country branding is not treated as an isolated communication activity, but as a process shaped by governance capacity, institutional coordination, strategic narrative formation, competitive positioning, and external projection.

In this dissertation, country branding is approached as a sequence of connected stages. Institutional structures are not treated only as background conditions. They are examined as factors that shape how countries define their strengths, coordinate branding-related activities, and communicate their international image.

The case studies follow five analytical dimensions: governance context and institutional capacity; branding governance architecture; strategic narrative orientation; competitive positioning within the European Union; and digital and diplomatic mediation. These dimensions are applied across all cases in order to support systematic comparison.
2.6.1 GOVERNANCE CONTEXT AND INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY
The first dimension examines the foundational characteristics of the state. It focuses on how governance is structured and what type of institutional capacity exists within the system.

The analysis considers the political-administrative structure of the state, including the level of centralization, institutional stability, and administrative tradition. It also examines the economic model, including the structure of the economy, the role of industry, and the level of integration into global markets.

Institutional capacity is assessed through factors such as efficiency, coordination ability, trust, and predictability. The country’s position within the European Union is also considered, particularly its level of integration and its role within the EU system.

This dimension establishes the baseline conditions that shape the potential for country branding. It answers the question:

What type of governance capacity does the state possess, and how is it structured?. 

2.6.2 BRANDING GOVERNANCE ARCHITECTURE
The second dimension examines how country branding is organized at the institutional level. It focuses on the distribution of responsibilities and the coordination of branding-related activities.

Attention is given to whether branding responsibilities are centralized, decentralized, or arranged through a hybrid model. The analysis also identifies the main actors involved, including ministries, agencies, and, where relevant, private sector actors.

Coordination mechanisms are examined in terms of their formality, strength, and consistency. They may be formal or informal, strong or fragmented. The relationship between state and non-state actors is especially important, since country branding often depends on cooperation between public institutions, economic actors, and communication bodies.

This dimension also considers challenges such as fragmentation, rigidity, or over-centralization. It answers the question:

How is country branding organized and coordinated institutionally?

2.6.3. STRATEGIC NARRATIVE ORIENTATION

The third dimension examines how countries define and present themselves to external audiences. The focus is on the strategic narratives used to communicate national identity, policy priorities, and competitive strengths.

In each case, the analysis identifies the core national narrative and the main themes on which it is built. These may include innovation, tourism, investment, cultural identity, sustainability, or other priorities relevant to the country’s international positioning.

The analysis also considers whether these narratives have changed over time and whether they correspond to actual policy priorities and institutional strengths. This is important because country branding becomes weaker when the promoted image is disconnected from governance performance or policy substance.

Different types of narratives are considered, including functional, symbolic, and normative narratives. This dimension examines how governance capacity becomes communicable. It answers the question:

How does the state define and present itself to external audiences?

2.6.4. COMPETITIVE POSITIONING WITHIN THE EUROPEAN UNION

The fourth dimension situates each country within the wider European context. It examines how states position themselves in relation to other EU member states.

The analysis considers the role each country seeks to occupy within the EU system. This may include the role of leader, specialist, bridge, hub, or another form of strategic positioning. Competitive advantages are also examined, including economic structure, regulatory capacity, geographic position, and sectoral specialization.

Relations with other EU member states are also relevant. Countries may position themselves through competition, complementarity, or balance. Country branding is therefore understood as relational, not only national.

This dimension answers the question:

What role does the state seek to occupy within the European Union?

2.6.5. DIGITAL AND DIPLOMATIC MEDIATION

The final dimension examines how country branding is implemented in practice. It focuses on the channels and mechanisms through which national image is projected internationally.

The governance logic of mediation is considered first. Branding may be centrally coordinated, distributed across institutions, or organized through a combination of both. It may also be long-term and policy-based, or more campaign-oriented.

Digital channels are an important part of contemporary country branding. The analysis therefore includes official platforms, communication tools, investment promotion websites, and tourism portals. These sources show how narratives are presented to external audiences and whether communication is coordinated across institutions.

Diplomatic mechanisms are also examined, including embassies, specialized agencies, and international networks. Credibility may be built through institutional performance, policy outcomes, strategic narratives, or the involvement of private-sector actors.

This dimension links internal governance capacity to external projection. It answers the question:

How does the state project its brand internationally in practice?

2.6.6. ANALYTICAL INTEGRATION

Taken together, the five dimensions provide a coherent basis for comparing the cases. They show how governance capacity translates into country-branding capacity through institutional organization, narrative development, competitive positioning, and international projection.

Applying the same structure to each case helps maintain consistency. It also reduces overlap between analytical dimensions and makes cross-country patterns easier to identify.

The same analytical logic informs the development of the Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI). The CBGI builds on this structure by translating selected qualitative and comparative insights into a measurement tool.

2.7. DATA SOURCES
The dissertation is based entirely on secondary data. It does not use surveys or interviews, as the aim is not to measure public perceptions directly. Instead, the research examines how country branding is developed and implemented through governance structures.

The selected sources provide insight into institutional processes, policy priorities, and practical branding activities. They also show how states organize, coordinate, and communicate their international positioning.

2.7.1. GOVERNMENT AND INSTITUTIONAL DOCUMENTS

Government documents and institutional materials form a central part of the empirical basis. These include national strategies, policy papers, and reports published by ministries, agencies, and other public institutions.

These sources are important because country branding is rarely presented as a completely separate strategy. In many cases, branding-related objectives appear within economic development plans, investment strategies, digital governance initiatives, or foreign policy documents.

Where available, reports from oversight institutions are also used. National audit office reports, for example, can provide insight into how branding activities are coordinated, evaluated, or challenged at the institutional level.

2.7.2. INTERNATIONAL AND EUROPEAN SOURCES

The research also uses materials produced by international and European institutions. These include reports and datasets from organizations such as the European Commission and the OECD.

These sources offer a common reference point for comparing countries within the European Union. They also provide external assessments of governance performance, institutional quality, and policy outcomes.

This material is particularly useful for examining how countries are positioned within the EU system. It also helps place national performance in a comparative context.

2.7.3. DIGITAL AND COMMUNICATION PLATFORMS

Digital channels are an important part of contemporary country branding. For this reason, the empirical material includes official government platforms, investment promotion websites, and tourism portals.

These sources show how countries present themselves in practice. They also help identify the narratives communicated to external audiences.

Digital platforms are also useful for examining coordination. They make it possible to assess whether different institutions present a consistent image of the country or whether communication is divided between separate actors.

2.7.4. BRANDING AND REPUTATION INDICES

Existing branding and reputation indices are used as reference points rather than as the main method of analysis. Relevant examples include the Nation Brands Index, Brand Finance Nation Brands, the Global Soft Power Index, the FutureBrand Country Index, and other reputation or competitiveness rankings.

These indices help contextualize country performance. However, they are not treated as sufficient explanations of branding capacity. Their role is supportive rather than central.

2.7.5. ACADEMIC LITERATURE

Academic literature and expert analysis support the interpretation of the empirical material. Relevant work on country branding, governance, and European integration is used to frame the case study findings.

These sources are not treated as primary data in the case study analysis. Their role is conceptual and interpretive. They help situate the findings within wider debates on strategic narratives, governance models, institutional capacity, and international positioning.

2.7.6. DATA SELECTION CONSIDERATIONS

The selection of data follows a consistent logic. Sources are included when they are relevant to the research question and provide insight into governance structures or branding processes.

Priority is given to official and publicly available sources. Materials are also selected when they show institutional coordination, policy implementation, or allow comparison across countries.

This approach helps maintain consistency across the cases. It also keeps the empirical material closely connected to the analytical aims of the dissertation.

2.8. DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURE
Data collection follows a consistent sequence:

· The first step is the review of academic and theoretical sources. These sources establish the conceptual basis of the dissertation and include key works on country branding, soft power, public diplomacy, governance, and comparative analysis.

· The second step involves collecting official government documents for each selected country. These include strategic documents, policy papers, institutional reports, and, where available, formal branding strategies. The aim is to examine how country branding is connected to governance and policy structures.

· The third step is the collection of comparable indicators from international datasets. These indicators provide contextual background and are used in the construction of the Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI).

· The fourth step involves reviewing digital and diplomatic platforms. Official websites, investment promotion platforms, and tourism portals are examined in order to understand how strategic narratives are communicated externally.

· At the final stage, all materials are organized according to the five-dimensional analytical framework. This ensures that the data is structured consistently across cases and remains connected to the research objectives.

No interviews, surveys, or focus groups are conducted. This is a deliberate methodological choice. The aim is not to measure perceptions, but to analyse the institutional and governance processes through which country branding is developed and projected.

2.9. DATA ANALYSIS STRATEGY

The data analysis moves from individual case understanding to wider comparison and interpretation. It proceeds in four stages.

2.9.1. WITHIN-CASE ANALYSIS

The first stage consists of within-case analysis. Each country is examined separately in order to understand how governance capacity operates in its specific context.

All cases follow the same five-dimensional structure: governance context and institutional capacity, branding governance architecture, strategic narrative orientation, competitive positioning within the EU, and digital and diplomatic mediation.

This stage captures the internal logic of each country. It also shows how governance arrangements and branding practices are connected within each case.

2.9.2. CROSS-CASE COMPARISON

After the individual case studies are completed, the findings are compared across cases. The purpose is to identify similarities, differences, and recurring patterns.

The comparison focuses on the coherence of branding strategies, the relationship between narratives and governance capacity, and possible gaps between institutional performance and external projection. It also considers whether focused strategies appear more effective than broader ones, and which factors recur across the cases.

This stage moves the research beyond individual country analysis. It supports the development of broader insights into the relationship between governance and country branding.

2.9.3. PATTERN IDENTIFICATION AND TYPOLOGY BUILDING

The next stage identifies wider patterns and develops a typology of country branding.

The typology is based on governance characteristics and on the ways these characteristics are translated into branding strategies. The purpose is not to treat each country as entirely unique. Instead, the cases are grouped into analytically meaningful categories.

Possible categories include governance-led branding, tourism-led branding, innovation-led branding, fragmented branding, and hybrid approaches. These categories help show how different forms of governance can lead to different branding outcomes.

2.9.4. INDEX-SUPPORTED INTERPRETATION

In the final stage, the qualitative findings are considered together with the results of the Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI).

This step examines whether the patterns identified in the case studies are also visible in measurable indicators. It adds another layer of comparison and strengthens the overall analysis.

The CBGI does not replace qualitative interpretation. It is used as a complementary tool that supports the findings rather than determines them.

2.10. QUALITATIVE DOCUMENT ANALYSIS

Qualitative document analysis is the main method used to examine the empirical material. This approach is appropriate because country branding is often expressed through official documents, policy frameworks, institutional communication, and public-facing platforms.

The analysis focuses on governance structures, institutional responsibilities, coordination mechanisms, strategic narratives, policy priorities, branding themes, and digital or diplomatic projection. These categories are linked to the analytical framework developed earlier in the dissertation.

The approach is theory-driven, but it remains open to case-specific findings. If a country shows a distinctive approach because of its institutional arrangement, historical context, or governance tradition, this is included in the analysis even when it does not fully fit the predefined categories.

This allows the study to remain systematic while still capturing important differences between cases.

2.11. ROLE OF SURVEY-BASED APPROACHES

Survey-based methods are not used as a primary analytical tool in this dissertation.

Such approaches are common in nation branding research, especially in perception indices that measure how countries are viewed by external audiences. They are useful for understanding reputational outcomes, but they provide limited insight into how those outcomes are produced.

The focus here is not only on how countries are perceived. The research is concerned with how national images are developed, coordinated, and projected through governance structures.

The emphasis is therefore placed on processes rather than perceptions. Survey-based rankings and perception indices are used only as complementary sources. They provide background on external reputation, but they do not form the core of the analysis.

2.12. COUNTRY BRANDING AND GOVERNANCE INDEX (CBGI)

The Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI) is developed as a composite measurement tool. It supports the comparative part of the dissertation.

Its purpose is to capture the relationship between governance capacity and country branding performance. This follows the central argument of the research: country branding outcomes are not shaped only by communication or visibility. They are also linked to governance quality, policy coherence, and state capacity.

The CBGI brings together indicators related to governance quality, economic performance, digital capacity, social development, environmental sustainability, and international engagement. Branding visibility and reputation are also included in order to connect institutional performance with external country image.

The purpose of the index is not to reduce country branding to a single score. It is used instead to compare the conditions that support the formation and maintenance of national images.

The detailed construction of the index is presented in a separate chapter. This includes the selection of indicators, normalization, weighting, and aggregation. In this methodology chapter, the CBGI is introduced as part of the research design and as the final analytical output of the dissertation.

The index serves three main purposes. It operationalizes the theoretical link between governance and country branding, provides a basis for comparison across several dimensions, and supports the interpretation of the case study findings through a measurement-based layer of analysis.

2.13. VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY

2.13.1. INTERNAL VALIDITY

Internal validity is supported through the consistent use of the analytical framework across all case studies. Each country is examined through the same five dimensions. This helps avoid selective interpretation and keeps the analysis comparable.

Several types of sources are used together. Academic literature, policy documents, institutional reports, international indicators, and digital platforms are not treated in isolation. This makes it possible to cross-check findings and reduce reliance on a single type of evidence.

2.13.2. EXTERNAL VALIDITY

The dissertation does not aim for statistical generalization. The selected cases are not intended to represent all countries in a numerical sense.

Instead, the research aims for analytical generalization. The purpose is to identify patterns and relationships that can contribute to a wider understanding of country branding as a governance-related process.

The findings may therefore be relevant beyond the selected cases, particularly for research that examines how governance structures shape national positioning in other contexts.

2.13.3. RELIABILITY

Reliability is supported through a consistent and transparent research process.

The same case study structure is applied across all countries. The same analytical categories also guide data collection and analysis. In addition, the sources used in each case are clearly documented.

The construction of the CBGI is presented transparently. This includes the choice of indicators, normalization methods, and weighting decisions.

These steps make it possible to follow the research process and understand how the conclusions are reached.

2.14. METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS

Several limitations should be acknowledged.

First, the research relies on secondary data. This means that it cannot fully capture internal government decision-making, informal coordination practices, or behind-the-scenes branding activities.

Second, official documents may present a more coherent version of government strategy than what exists in practice. To address this limitation, the dissertation does not rely on official materials alone. These sources are considered alongside external reports, international indicators, and observable digital and diplomatic practices.

Third, cross-country comparison has limitations. EU member states differ in size, history, administrative traditions, and economic structure. These differences may influence branding outcomes in ways that cannot be fully controlled in the analysis.

Fourth, the construction of the CBGI involves decisions about indicator selection and weighting. These choices are grounded in the theoretical framework of the dissertation. Nevertheless, composite indices always involve a degree of researcher judgement.

Finally, the study reflects a specific time period. Country branding and governance performance may change over time, especially in response to political shifts, economic developments, or external crises.

Despite these limitations, the research design remains appropriate for the objectives of the dissertation. The use of a common analytical framework, multiple data sources, cross-case comparison, and index-supported interpretation strengthens the credibility of the findings.

2.15. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

The dissertation is based entirely on secondary data and publicly available sources. It does not involve direct interaction with human participants. Therefore issues such as informed consent or anonymity are not central to the research design.

Ethical considerations still matter. Countries are presented in a balanced and evidence-based way. The analysis avoids unsupported assumptions and normative judgements.

All analysis is grounded in documented sources, indicators, and observable practices. Where critical observations are made, they are based on evidence rather than personal interpretation.

Country branding is also a politically sensitive topic. It is closely linked to national identity, reputation, and perceptions of state performance. For this reason, the analysis remains neutral and analytical. It avoids both promotional language and overly critical framing.

2.16. CONCLUSION

This chapter has presented the dissertation's methodological approach. The research employs a comparative case study design and examines country branding as a governance-dependent process within the European Union.

The methodology focuses on how governance capacity translates into country-branding capacity. It does this by examining institutional structures, coordination mechanisms, strategic narratives, competitive positioning, and international projection.

To achieve this, qualitative document analysis is combined with a consistent case study structure, cross-case comparison, pattern identification, and index-supported interpretation. The Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI) is introduced as a complementary tool for comparison and analysis.

Together, these elements provide a basis for analysing individual country cases and wider patterns across the European Union. The methodology does more than describe the cases. It explains how governance capacity influences country branding.

3. Chapter: Literature Review and Theoretical framework 
3.1 Introduction to nation branding
Nation branding has been studied through three main approaches: cultural, political, and marketing-economic approaches (Kaneva, 2008). These approaches show that country branding is an interdisciplinary field situated at the intersection of marketing, public diplomacy, international relations, tourism studies, communication studies, and governance research.

Because of this interdisciplinary nature, there is still confusion between concepts such as brand, branding, nation brand, national brand, nation branding, country branding, place branding, destination branding, public diplomacy, and soft power. These terms are often used together, but they do not always mean the same thing.

In this dissertation, the terms country branding and nation branding are used in the same analytical sense. Both refer to the strategic process through which a state seeks to shape, coordinate, and project its international image and reputation. Similarly, country brand and nation brand are treated as the same concept, referring to the externally perceived image, reputation, and positioning of a country.

The term national brand is used with caution, because it may refer either to state-level branding or to domestic national identity. To avoid ambiguity, this dissertation mainly uses the term country branding, while also engaging with literature that uses the term nation branding.

This chapter reviews the main conceptual and theoretical debates related to country branding. It first clarifies the key concepts of country branding, country image, place branding, destination branding, soft power, and public diplomacy. It then examines the main approaches in the literature and develops the governance-based perspective used in this dissertation.

The aim of this chapter is not only to summarize the existing literature, but also to build the theoretical foundation of the dissertation. In this sense, the chapter connects the literature on country branding with the central argument of the thesis: country branding is not only a communication or marketing activity, but a governance-dependent process.
3.2 Conceptual Foundations: Country Brand, Nation Brand, and Country Image


3.2.1 Country Branding
The first study was conducted by Howard and Seth (1968) to explain the concept of country branding and its effects on a country's image and reputation. In 1996, Simon Anholt used the term "nation branding" to widely articulate the motives and tools of country branding. Anholt (2002, 2007, 2010) evaluated the entire process of country branding and proposed a way to compare countries in this specific context.

Country branding is more than a country's image and reputation. It refers to the deliberate and coordinated process through which a country attempts to influence how it is perceived internationally. In this sense, country branding is connected to country image, but it is not exactly the same. Country image refers to perception; country branding refers to the strategic and institutional process of shaping that perception.

Considering the above-mentioned ideas, numerous analysts of country branding have dissected country branding efforts in different nations and attempted to explain their effect on country image and prospects in the international arena. For instance, Melissa Aronczyk featured several countries and their branding strategies in her book Branding the Nation: The Global Business of National Identity (2013). She also highlighted the Iceland case and how different videos and recordings were used to enhance the country reputation, which had collapsed as a result of the 2010 financial crisis.

Aronczyk (2013) claims that country branding is presently a noteworthy pattern, one in which corporate and state interests are involved and have been “received in nations with developing business sector economies and with built-up modern economies alike.” Country branding is characterized as a mechanism of discussions and methods focused on generating the country image in the world. It utilizes corporate promoting and brand administration procedures and devices to pass on a country image to be communicated inside and outside the country. A fruitful country brand is thought to have the capacity to seek worldwide capital: travellers, trade capital, and human capital.

Country branding assists in “introduce a picture of jurisdiction and government in international arenas” (Aronczyk, 2013) and acquire a legal seat in international cooperation.

The concept of country branding encompasses a multifaceted and evolving field that integrates various perspectives from both academic research and practical applications. Papadopoulos et al. emphasize that country equity and branding are complex phenomena that require a nuanced understanding of the multi-dimensional nature of country images. They highlight that country-based marketing strategies are often underutilized or misdirected due to insufficient comprehension of what constitutes effective country branding, emphasizing the need for strategic approaches and further research to bridge existing knowledge gaps.

Gilmore illustrates the potential for repositioning a country’s image through successful branding initiatives, exemplified by Spain’s case, which underscores the importance of strategic rebranding in transforming national perceptions. This success story demonstrates that country branding can be a powerful tool for repositioning a nation’s image on the global stage.

Papadopoulos further discusses the evolution of place branding, emphasizing that despite the development of research and practice in this area, there remains a lack of integration among different streams of thought. He advocates for a more unified approach to enhance understanding and effectiveness in place and country branding efforts, recognizing the interconnectedness of place-based marketing activities.

Florek emphasizes the complexity and multidimensionality of country branding, particularly in the context of Poland. He argues that a strong country brand is essential for national development and international competitiveness, pointing out that the process differs significantly from product or corporate branding due to its broader socio-economic implications.

Szondi explores the specific challenges faced by transition countries in Central and Eastern Europe, noting that country branding plays a crucial role in supporting political and economic transitions. He discusses the functions of country brands in these contexts, especially for nations that joined the European Union, highlighting the importance of strategic branding in transitional phases.

Overall, these studies collectively underscore that country branding is a complex, multidimensional process that requires strategic, integrated, and context-sensitive approaches to effectively shape national images and perceptions on both domestic and international levels.
3.2.2 Evolution of Country Branding from Corporate Branding
Country branding's history goes to the second half of the twentieth century, when brands began to emerge in different structures. In the 1980s, companies started to “depend on elusive resources as measures of corporate brand” (Aronczyk, 2013). Brand promotion turned into a significant field of mastery in the corporate world. Branding corporations began to appear, dealing with the estimation and change of corporate brands, which became a means to assess an organization's attainment. These consultancies created rankings, best practices, and criteria to which organizations were expected to conform. Most organizations advising on country branding issues today were initially corporate branding consultancies.

In the 1990s, in the period of post-modern branding, public relations, marketing, and advertisement became dominant sources of branding (Jansen, 2008). At that time, states also began to concern themselves with various uses of power, especially soft power (Nye, 1990).

Branding, an instrument of value and uniqueness dimension intended for organizations, “began to be viewed as the most realistic approach to make the country matter in a worldwide context” (Jansen, 2008). As it had been for companies, an approach to separate each other and procure authenticity according to consumers, country branding turned into a path for countries to secure authenticity on the worldwide scene.

Then, the country brand moved to a new phase. According to Simon Anholt, it became “a reasonable and basic measure of a nation's ‘permit to exchange’ in the worldwide commercial center and the worthiness of its kin, accommodation, culture, arrangements, items, and administrations to whatever is left of the world” (Anholt, 2010).

In the corporate world, branding has been a trending theme for years and firms have invested huge funds in building their image and promotion (Van Ham, 2002, p. 249). Nation brands are important because the choices of people to visit, work, research, and contribute are inspired by them. It is important that governments do not voluntarily decide the image of how they are displayed all across the world constantly. Next, administrations need to acknowledge what their export or tourism branding concept relies on, as having a target is a start point to achieve (Olins, 2007, pp. 172–179).

According to marketing branding, good products and services created by a good company have a positive brand image, as a result of which it is reflected in the company and becomes its main resource. Similarly, good products, services, culture, travel industry, investment, technology, education, enterprises, people, policies, initiatives and events produced by a good country also gain a positive brand image and therefore represent the country and perhaps its main resource can be.

However, country branding cannot be reduced to corporate branding. A country is more complex than a company, and its image is shaped not only by promotion, but also by governance, history, society, policy, and institutional performance. This distinction is important for this dissertation, because it supports the argument that country branding should not be treated only as communication, but also as a governance-related process.
3.2.3 Country Branding Strategy, Substance, and Symbolic Actions
The main message of country branding is that, if a country is ambitious about improving its global picture, it should focus on country brand improvement and advertising instead of dreaming unrealistic results. Just a reliable, composed, and whole stream of helpful, perceptible, top-notch, or more all-important thoughts, items, and arrangements can, progressively, upgrade the standing of the country that introduces them.

Country branding is a process that consists of “country branding strategy, substance, and symbolic activities” (Anholt, 2011). When a country brand places the authenticity of the country, it will elevate its notoriety and recognition. Civil society, the public sector, and the private sector's joint work leads to the main target — a positive profile. The essence, value, and influence of soft power should not be overlooked. Recognizing the qualities and limitations of a nation to either strengthen the foundation, processes, and policy or to resolve uncertainty would enable countries to achieve their potential and opportunities for entry.

Country branding strategy is to spotlight the country's presence and standing in both local and international thinking. What is the purpose of branding and its potential ways? The goal and one of the biggest obstacles to branding a country is to respond equally to the needs and passions of different local participants, while providing an incentive and achievable strategic goal.

From the organizational point of view, the essence of effective country strategy is that renewed money, legal, political, social, cultural and educational operations such as revolutions, enterprises, legislation, innovations, investments, institutions and public plans will lead to ideal progress.

Symbolic actions are a specific type of substance that has an internal communicative effect. These can be developments, structures, legislation, changes, investments, enterprises, or especially thought-provoking, remarkable, memorable, picturesque, informative, topical, poetic, influential, surprising, or emotional.

First of all, they are a symbol of strategy: they are also part of the history of the country and the nation and the ways of sharing it. With these actions, countries prove that they are different and unique.

This distinction between strategy, substance, and symbolic action is important for this dissertation, because it shows that country branding is not only about communication. It is also connected to policy, institutional action, and the ability of the state to produce visible and credible outcomes.
3.2.4 Objectives and Purposes of Country Branding
For country branding, Dinnie (2008) proposes five goals:

· To help boost the increase in exports.

· To intensify tourism.

· To encourage foreign direct investments.

· Improving power and influence.

· To cope with unfavorable perceptions.

Kotler and Gertner’s ideas regarding the reasons for countries to brand can be summarized as follows:

· In order to remain highly important and current due to global developments, countries must adapt and react to changes.

· To take a comparative advantage, countries today choose to be the tourism destination that is most exciting.

· Staging sporting competitions and sports tournaments may also be the product of various forms of funding generated through advertising, live telecast fees, income from tickets, food and drink, hotels, etc.

There are four reasons for countries to brand themselves:

· Countries have to modify and adjust to stay highly relevant and current due to global changes.

· As time passes, countries develop due to urbanization. An effective brand can overcome negative thoughts.

· To take a competitive advantage, countries now want to be the most appealing destination for tourists.

· Countries these days realize the importance of hosting international events and sports championships. It can also generate different types of funding, such as advertisements, live telecast fees, ticket revenue, food and beverage, hotels, etc. (Kotler & Gertner, 1999).

In spite of being still a new idea to numerous policymakers, an ever-increasing number of nations around the globe are grasping the strategies of country branding in order to seek objectives such as trade advancement, travel industry advancement, and the attraction of FDI.

Country branding is turning into a region of developing significance for various disciplines: politics, economics, science, and communications at the same time.
3.2.5 Terminology Used in This Dissertation
The literature on country branding uses several related terms, including country brand, nation brand, country branding, nation branding, national brand, place branding, destination branding, public diplomacy, and soft power. These terms are often used in overlapping ways, which creates conceptual confusion in the field.

In this dissertation, the terms country brand and nation brand are used in the same analytical sense. Both refer to the externally perceived image, reputation, and positioning of a country in the international environment. The focus is not on ethnicity or nationalism, but on how a state is perceived, represented, and positioned by external audiences.

For this reason, the dissertation mainly uses the term country branding, while accepting that much of the literature uses nation branding. When references from the literature use the term nation branding, they are treated as relevant to country branding unless a specific distinction is required.

The term national brand is used with caution, because it may refer either to state-level branding or to domestic identity and internal national self-understanding. To avoid ambiguity, this dissertation does not use national brand as the main concept.

This clarification is important because the thesis focuses on country branding as a governance-related process. The central concern is not the branding of ethnic or cultural nationhood, but the way states develop, coordinate, and project their international image through governance capacity, policy performance, and institutional coordination.
3.2.6 Country Image

The image of a country is built over time through ideas. These concepts, along with Public Administration, Personality and Culture, revolve around the Land and History of the country. Finally, this image will create a central idea that creates a sense of belonging to the country.

The country branding idea is exceptionally thrilling, yet in addition amazingly complicated. It is undeniable that the group of scholars restricting this movement has become at least as large as that of its supporters, and the critics are getting stronger.

During the periods of globalization, global media and global public monitor the countries. Economic development, political stability, effectiveness, and the morality of countries’ national and international policies are the areas which are used to rank and compare the countries (Buhmann & Ingenhoff, 2015).

The perception of countries is the cause and result of social and psychological processes related to many economic, cultural and political influences. This has led to numerous studies in various academic disciplines such as psychology, business studies and marketing, sociology, political science, and communication science, which focus on the interrelated structures of the country's image, reputation, brand and identity.

Among these disciplines, research on the formation and effects of these structures is largely segregated and more integrative environments are needed that “combine all available information across various fields” (Papadopoulos, 2004, p. 47).

Buhmann’s (2014) 4D Model is useful because it treats country image as more than a single perception or reputation score. Instead, it brings several academic traditions together, including communication studies, political science, social psychology, and business research. The model helps clarify how related concepts such as country identity, country image, country reputation, and country brand are connected, while still keeping them analytically separate.

The value of the model lies in its comparative use. It allows researchers to examine how different audiences understand the same country. For example, domestic publics and foreign publics may hold different images of the state. The model also makes it possible to analyse country image at different levels, from individual attitudes to wider media-based reputation. For this dissertation, this is important because it supports the distinction between country image as perception and country branding as the strategic attempt to shape that perception.
Most country images are generalizations, extraordinary simplifications of the truth that do not need to be precisely simplified. They can be based on exceptions rather than patterns, impressions rather than facts, but they are still common.

We must accept that the global world is like a market, and the country's image is important to increase exports and imports, attract investment and tourists. Many people and organizations rely on secondary sources, clichés, and stereotypes rather than in-depth analysis of target countries.

Most people make decisions with generalizations for most people we probably never knew or could visit, and we begin to develop and refine these impressions when we become interested in them. These words and summaries affect our attitude to different countries and their existence. Elsewhere in the world, it is very difficult to change people's thinking and misconceptions.

Normally, all crises affect countries' perceptions over time. Then perception will return to its pre-crisis state. Perception affected in the short term does not justify a permanent image change. For this to happen, the crisis must affect or be related to one of the following areas: Public Administration (National Government), Personality and Culture (People), or History and Land (Bloom Consulting, 2020).

The product country of origin is part of the country’s brand. To develop the country’s branding strategy, it is suggested that one must first assess one’s own brand image against the other’s image. The brand should involve real, unique messages (Kotler & Gertner, 2002, pp. 249–259).

In this dissertation, country image refers to the perceptions and associations held by audiences about a country. Country branding refers to the strategic and institutional process through which states attempt to shape, coordinate, and project that image.
3.3 Country Branding, Place Branding, and Destination Branding

Country branding is closely related to the concepts of place branding and destination branding. These concepts are sometimes used together in the literature, but they do not refer to the same level of analysis. For this reason, it is important to clarify their relationship before developing the governance-based argument of this dissertation.

The term country branding has been derived from concepts such as “destination branding” and “place branding”. Destination branding is primarily used for tourism promotion. Tourism companies from different countries use brands to promote their destinations, highlighting the country's miracles and how friendly it is (Anholt, 2007). Place branding, on the other hand, encompasses the terms for “branding nations, regions, cities, towns and villages” (Anholt, 2007).

In this dissertation, these concepts are treated as related but not identical. Destination branding is mainly tourism-oriented. Place branding is broader and may refer to cities, regions, destinations, or countries. Country branding is broader than both, as it encompasses the state's overall international positioning, including governance, economy, culture, tourism, diplomacy, investment, and public policy.

3.3.1 Destination Branding
In the 1990s, studies into destination branding emerged in scientific debate (Pike, Kerr & Patti, 2010). The destination brand is still in its infancy relative to the broader branding region (Blain et al., 2005; Cai, 2002; Konecnik Ruzzier & Go, 2008; Konecnik Ruzzier, 2004; Tasci & Gartner, 2009). As a strong marketing weapon, destination branding has evolved considerably over the last decade (Barnes et al., 2014; Morgan, Pritchard & Pride, 2004).

Destination branding is, as corporate branding, a primary priority for management. The definition applies to the brand development process “by consistently selecting a mix of elements to identify and distinguish through positive image building” (Cai, 2002, p. 722). In addition, the branding process requires more than just designing and forming a logo. Producing a brand, presenting a brand, and then implementing and maintaining a brand is a complex process (Marzano, 2007).

Blain, Levy, and Ritchie (2005, p. 337) offer an expanded description of destination branding. According to them, destination branding includes a collection of marketing activities that support the development of a name, icon, image, word tag, or other graphic that identifies and distinguishes a destination. It also conveys the expectations of an enjoyable travel experience, strengthens the connection between the traveler and the destination, and reduces the perceived risk of the visitor.

Several destination brand managers in New Zealand and Spain recognize the value of a destination brand for the creation of a strong brand (Morgan, Pritchard & Pride, 2007; Gilmore, 2002). New Zealand is often presented as an example of a well-established destination brand. The “100% Pure New Zealand” destination brand campaign seeks to take advantage of characteristics that best reflect the brand value of New Zealand, including landscapes, climate, people, culture, traditions, and tourism experiences (Bell, 2008; Morgan et al., 2002).

New Zealand is an example of a destination brand that has been in operation for more than a decade and is nationally recognized as best practice in the industry (Morgan, Pritchard & Piggott, 2003; Yeoman & McMahon-Beattie, 2011). The introduction of the New Zealand marketing campaign represents the brand processes used by firms because of the growing consumer maturity and the increasing complexity of businesses and destinations (Pike, 2005).

Destination branding is therefore important for country image, but it should not be confused with country branding as a whole. A destination brand mainly focuses on tourism and visitor experience, while country branding includes a broader set of political, economic, institutional, and diplomatic dimensions.

3.3.2 Destination Image and Tourism-Oriented Branding


Destinations have attracted potential tourists for a long time, and scholars have developed different ideas about destination image and its use in tourism marketing. Over the years, destination image has been of considerable concern to scholars, including Baloglu and McCleary (1999), Echtner and Ritchie (1991), Gallarza, Saura and García (2002), Tasci and Gartner (2007), and García, Gómez and Molina (2012).

A destination is described as a place for tourists or visitors to attract. In the area of destination branding, which is mainly tourism-oriented, the bulk of location branding research occurs (Kaplan et al., 2010; Walmsley & Young, 1998). Branding of destinations is an offshoot of branding of locations (Anholt, 2005; Blichfeldt, 2005; Kavaratzis, 2005), which is primarily about recreational travel (Hankinson, 2005).

According to Cai (2002) and Wagner and Peters (2009), destination branding involves choosing a consistent mix of elements to define and distinguish one’s country through the construction of destination images. At the same time, the distinction between destination image and destination brand is not always clear. Taşçı and Kozak (2006) stress that both image and branding overlap because they are not specifically located in the minds of people and can sometimes be used interchangeably.

This overlap is important for the dissertation because it shows one of the reasons why country branding literature has conceptual confusion. Tourism branding, destination image, and country image are connected, but they do not have the same analytical scope. A country may be successful as a tourism destination, but this does not automatically mean that it has a strong country brand in governance, investment, diplomacy, or innovation.

3.3.3 Place Branding


The value of place branding in marketing is highlighted by a rising number of researchers. Marketing and branding of nations, towns, regions, and locations are firmly placed on contemporary policy agendas (Boisen et al., 2011), especially in the field of politics and tourism marketing.

Kaplan et al. (2010) suggested that the idea of place branding as a systemic inquiry may provide benefits to other stakeholders outside the tourist sector, including decision makers and communication experts. Place branding focuses mostly on attractions and the appearance of the area that might draw activities, tourism, buyers, guests such as students or professionals, commerce, and the group of individuals named “the influencers” (Anholt, 2010).

Place branding aims to concentrate on cities in tourism marketing (Zenker, 2009), which are competing for visitors, markets, possibilities, and attention (Boisen et al., 2011). A main goal of place branding is to attract foreign visitors by advertisement or promotion of a location (Anholt, 2010). For this reason, it focuses mainly on the promotion of tourism destinations and is a powerful method for attracting tourists (Balakrishnan, 2009).

The expression “branding” was often associated with the words “place selling” and “place promotion”. However, place branding is broader than simple promotion. It involves identifying the qualities of a place, developing a recognizable image, and communicating this image to relevant audiences.

A nation can be advanced in several different ways: as a traveller goal, as an exchange or business focus, as a calm and safe spot, and so on. It is therefore important to recognize the key properties and qualities of the place. Other components can also be considered, such as quality of life, unaltered nature, the open and tolerant spirit of individuals, and other elements that support the attractiveness of the place.

3.3.4 Distinguishing Country Branding from Place and Destination Branding


Although country branding, place branding, and destination branding overlap, they are not the same. Destination branding is mainly linked to tourism. Place branding may refer to cities, regions, villages, or countries. Country branding refers to the wider international positioning of the state.

The country branding encourages a nation to characterize its personality, to advance itself, to attract attention, and to separate itself from others. For a nation to get a strong brand, some citizens want this thing; behind building a nation brand remains a driven and visionary administration bodies that see the branding process as a key financial need.

To improve place branding activities, the government needs to determine the enthusiasm of visitors for that specific geographic area; analyze the qualities and elements of the place that will be branded; compare the potential place brand with other existing comparable place brands; understand and envision what represents the main attraction for potential visitors; and identify the elements that can influence competitiveness in the tourism field.

A nation brand development depends on clear, straightforward, and differentiated recommendations, frequently built around several characteristics that can be symbolized verbally and visually. However, in the case of country branding, these recommendations must also be connected to the broader reality of the country. This includes governance, public administration, economic capacity, social development, and international relations.

In this context, it is necessary to delimit the meaning of several ideas that surround the country branding process. Culture strengthens a nation’s character and is important for place and destination branding. At the same time, the image of the country is also influenced by its institutional performance and governance capacity. Therefore country branding cannot be limited to tourism images or cultural attractiveness alone.

This distinction is important for the overall argument of the dissertation. The thesis does not study destination branding as a tourism management tool, and it does not study place branding only as city or regional promotion. It studies country branding as a broader governance-related process through which states organize, coordinate, and project their image internationally.

3.4 Main Approaches in Country Branding Literature

Nation branding has been studied through three main approaches: cultural, political, and marketing-economic approaches (Kaneva, 2008). These approaches do not always contradict each other, but they emphasize different dimensions of the same phenomenon. The cultural approach focuses on national identity, culture, representation, and symbolic meaning. The political approach connects country branding to public diplomacy, soft power, legitimacy, and international influence. The marketing-economic approach treats country branding as a strategic tool for competitiveness, tourism, exports, investment, and reputation management.

For this dissertation, these approaches are important because they show the interdisciplinary nature of country branding. At the same time, they also show the limitations of the existing literature. Much of the literature explains country branding either as communication, identity construction, or competitiveness strategy. Less attention is given to the governance structures that make country branding credible, coordinated, and sustainable.

3.4.1 Cultural Approach

One of the primary issues in cultural research is the correlation between the brand of the nation and national identity (Aronczyk, 2007; Kaneva & Popescu, 2008; Volcic, 2008).

Aronczyk (2007, p. 107) claims that the national brand is a logical outcome of a particular direction in which national identity has long been defined and communicated into time and space. Analyses that characterize the branding of a nation in a cultural context focus on critical concepts of culture, communication, and society.

As a critique of national identity, culture, and branding, those who examine the cultural position of the brand of the nation are more critical of the idea. The emphasis on history, specifically the two major cycles, the end of the Cold War and the subsequent emergence of global neoliberalism, is one of the key principles of cultural approaches to country branding.

Aronczyk (2007) integrates this discussion with the constructivist views formulated by Benedict Anderson and Ernest Gellner on nationalism and the concept of culture and communication developed by James Carey. In relation to elements such as national identity, culture and diplomacy, the cultural research approach to national branding insists on the branding practices of the nation.

Holt (2004) stressed that symbols cannot be generated by conventional brand campaigns that rely on desires, brand personalities, and interpersonal relationships. Instead, he called for a broader cultural viewpoint beyond traditional marketing concerns such as selection, placement, brand value, and brand loyalty. He established various values of the “cultural brand”, such as addressing national inconsistencies, generating illusion, acting in a defiant tone, using political power to revive narratives, and creating influential cultural understanding. This approach also helps to illustrate why some national brand strategies are effective and why some are not.

Images and diagrams can produce strong signals. Historical occurrences, government choices, existing rules, economic circumstances, cultural traditions and more are the product of them. In brief, over a long period of time, photos of countries are created, and it is a daunting challenge to foresee the effect, let alone have an effect and influence over them (Fan, 2006). Widler (2007) continues this debate, using Foucault to address how a nation's branding limits widespread citizen engagement and undermines the values of diversity and pluralism.

The restriction of potential national identity stories by the branding of a country, and the forms in which it is transformed in favour of international viewers, is an important theme that arises from this series of studies. The branding of a nation is described by Roy (2007) as a neocolonial discourse that favours American culture over others. Jordanova (2007) argues that the long-term consequences of displays of international identity can lead to a feeling of “divided identity” within national group members. Looking at the former Yugoslav countries' online branding activities, Volcic (2008) noticed a desire to replicate myths in order to re-sell them to Western viewers.

Kaneva and Popescu (2008) found similar discourse norms in tourism-oriented brand texts in a comparative analysis of Romania and Bulgaria. Given the reasons for these comparisons, they contend that the brand of the country has restricted its national post-communist ambitions within a business rationale that aims to fulfil the interests of international “tourism views.” Baker (2009) focuses on Eurovision as a location for national identities to be exhibited and discusses the styles of brand stories created by former Soviet bloc countries.

Much of the study in this category insists on the value of exploring national branding's political consequences. In order to research the perspectives of public and private sector players engaged in Latvian marketing, Dzenovska (2005) utilizes an anthropological approach. Kaneva (2007a) uses the field theory of Bourdieu to examine the perspectives of local and foreign players in Bulgaria's re-branding. Jansen (2008) examines individuals and organizations involved in the creation of Brand Estonia. Iordanova (2007) discusses the actions of different parties involved in the development of the Dracula theme park in Romania.

Cultural approaches, in short, aim to build a case against the mentioned marketing and political viewpoints. They do so by challenging the supposed equivalence of global marketing and democratization, connecting the branding decision of the country to constructivist concepts of the nation, dating national branding texts and activities, and disclosing their links to relationships of social influence.

For this dissertation, the cultural approach is useful because it shows that country branding is not neutral. It is connected to identity, memory, culture, and representation. However, this approach does not fully explain how state institutions organize branding activities or how governance capacity affects the credibility of branding. Therefore it provides an important background, but it is not sufficient for the governance-based analysis developed in this thesis.

3.4.2 Political Approach

The political approach connects country branding to public diplomacy, soft power, legitimacy, and international influence. The purpose here is not to explore the full evolution of public diplomacy as a whole. Instead, the focus is on the literature that discusses the relationship between public diplomacy and country branding.

In researching the parallels and distinctions between public diplomacy and national branding, there are two broad positions. Gilboa (2008) and Szondi (2008) express these principles as similar concepts but with differences, while van Ham (2001) and Anholt (2007) support the idea that they are closely connected. In his works, Szondi emphasizes that subordinating public diplomacy to national branding, or the other way round, could restrict the principles used to their full potential, instead suggesting an interdisciplinary approach to synthesize these concepts.

First of all, Anholt (2005) claimed that governments often tend to use public diplomacy instead of the word country branding to discourage marketing ties, then his description of these two principles changed.

The discrepancies between public diplomacy and nation branding were outlined by Szondi, concentrating on their priorities, meaning, aim, course, position of government and actors, strategies, methods, expenditure, media, time frame and assessment.

These include the argument that nation-states work in a competitive world (Wang, 2008) and that by carefully balancing their leverage, they can promote the interests of countries on the global stage (Van Ham, 2001a, 2001b; Wang, 2006b).

In other words, all methods share an instrumentalist orientation and see public diplomacy or the nation's branding as a way of achieving a strategic edge, regardless of whether the mechanisms are established economically or politically.

Kaneva claimed that there is a contrast between American and European public diplomacy and brand-related research. American scholars pay more attention to Joseph Nye's concept of soft power (1990, 2004) and highlight the importance of reputation in the international arena (Snow & Taylor, 2006; Wang, 2006b). European authors prefer to characterize public diplomacy as part of the overall national image or authority management policy (Leonard, 2002a, 2002b; van Ham, 2001a, 2001b, 2002).

The theoretical discourse on the supposed collapse of the nation-state in a globalizing environment is the foundation of this strategy, frequently related to the historical reality of European integration (van Ham, 2001a, 2001b). For instance, Leonard (2002b) sees the diplomacy of individuals as a strategic instrument to control national policy-related strategic decisions, both domestic and financial, fiscal, political and cultural. As described by Anholt (2003, 2008), the scope of these goals renders public diplomacy literally equal to the branding of a country.

Peter van Ham (2001a, 2001b) argues, using post-modern arguments, that foreign affairs have witnessed the emergence of “brand states.” For him, the nation's branding means “a shift in political paradigms, a shift from the modern society of geopolitics and control to postmodern representations and the environment of impact” (2001b, p. 4).

Anholt further developed this argument by claiming that a perspective that sees places and nations as brands can offer a more peaceful and ethical paradigm for nation-to-nation relations. The world’s market-oriented view, on which the brand principle is primarily based, is fundamentally connected to competitiveness, market preference and consumer control, and therefore to the rights and power of individuals.

In short, the political approach views country branding as an instrument of power, influence, reputation, and international positioning. At worst, it may be seen as an extended form of propaganda; at best, it can be seen as a post-ideological form of power management for nations.

For this dissertation, the political approach is important because it connects branding to state action and international influence. However, it also needs to be extended further. The political approach often discusses image, legitimacy, and diplomacy, but it does not always explain how governance capacity, administrative coordination, and institutional structures shape branding outcomes. This is where the governance-based perspective of this thesis becomes necessary.

3.4.3 Marketing-Economic Approach

The marketing-economic approach treats country branding as a strategic tool for competitiveness. It connects branding to tourism, exports, investment, talent attraction, country-of-origin effects, and international visibility.

Despite the changes, all concepts arising from this approach retain an instrumentalist structure that perceives national identity as a being or duty to be handled and imposed by experts in tactical or strategic ways. This system shows numerous models of the components of national brands and the variables that influence them. These models are viewed as instruments for calculating the importance of country brands and are meant to advise the recommendations for the activities of the brand.

The Anholt-GMI Country Brands Index 2005, which covers the six dimensions of the national brand of Anholt, is one of the most cited models: tourism, exports, administration, investment and immigration, culture and heritage, and citizens. Anholt developed a research tool on the basis of this concept that he used to construct a quarterly custom ranking of national brands. Other consultants have produced similar rankings using various templates, for example, the Nation Brand Index of FutureBrand. They are used to legitimize consultants' activities and to get fresh work completed by national governments.

Some authors have specifically sought to develop models that consider the place of culture in the production of national brands (O'Shaughnessy & O'Shaughnessy, 2000; Skinner & Kubacki, 2007). Others pay more attention to the national image, trying to explain a process to manage changes in image.

The writers in this category share three key assumptions about the present state of the country, amid various concepts and models, all of which are deeply rooted in marketing and management. First, they believe that international trade and economic rivalry between nations are hegemonic. Second, national welfare is specifically characterized in this sense in terms of maintaining an economic competitive edge, and it is predicted that the nation's branding can lead to this by attracting tourism, visitors, human resources or trade. Third, this approach argues, based on the previous two assumptions, that a parallel is assured and essential between nations and brands.

Even from this camp, several investigations started with analytical proof of the effectiveness of the branding of the country. Against such concerns, Anholt (2008) stressed that the nation's branding should be viewed as a long-term endeavour that struggled to deliver immediate results. He also argued that branding has two “schools”: “communication-based” and “policy-based”. Communication-based branding is limited, whereas only policy-based branding can yield real results.

As Anholt (2008) puts it, “brand management will not do much if it is held in a silo of ‘communication’ or ‘public relations.’” This statement is highly relevant for this dissertation because it points directly to the need to examine branding through governance, policy, and institutional capacity.

The marketing-economic approach is useful because it explains why governments use country branding for competitiveness, export promotion, tourism, investment, and talent attraction. However, this approach can also become too instrumental and too close to corporate branding logic. It may treat countries as if they were products, while countries are complex political, social, and institutional systems.

For this dissertation, the main limitation of the marketing-economic approach is that it often focuses on the outcome of branding, such as visibility, reputation, or rankings, while paying less attention to the governance processes that produce these outcomes. This limitation supports the central argument of the thesis: country branding must be studied not only as a communication or marketing activity, but as a governance-dependent process.

3.4.4 Synthesis of the Three Approaches

The cultural, political, and marketing-economic approaches each provide important insights into country branding. The cultural approach explains how country branding is connected to national identity, memory, and representation. The political approach explains how country branding is connected to public diplomacy, soft power, legitimacy, and international influence. The marketing-economic approach explains how country branding is connected to competitiveness, tourism, exports, investment, and rankings.

However, each approach also has limitations. The cultural approach may understate the role of institutional organization and administrative capacity. The political approach may focus on power and diplomacy without sufficiently analysing governance structures. The marketing-economic approach may reduce country branding to promotion, competitiveness, and market positioning.

Taken together, these limitations show the need for a governance-based perspective. Country branding is not only about identity, diplomacy, or marketing. It also depends on the capacity of the state to coordinate institutions, produce credible policies, define strategic narratives, and project them consistently. This is the theoretical position developed in the next sections of this chapter.

3.5 National Identity, Soft Power, and Public Diplomacy

Country branding is closely connected to national identity, soft power, and public diplomacy. These concepts are not the same, but they overlap in important ways. National identity explains how a country understands itself. Soft power explains how a country becomes attractive to others. Public diplomacy explains how a country communicates with foreign publics. Country branding connects these elements through a more strategic process of image building, reputation management, and international positioning.

For this dissertation, these concepts are important because they show that country branding cannot be understood only through marketing. It is also connected to identity, legitimacy, policy, diplomacy, and governance.

3.5.1 National Identity
National identity plays an important role in country branding, because the image projected externally is often connected to how the country understands itself internally. Although countries are more complex than products, Olins suggests that national cultures can be “encouraged and persuaded” by using some strategies that corporations employ to brand products. However, this instrumentalist approach is also controversial, because it may create a form of “social engineering” where elites use national culture for strategic purposes.

Wilder (2007) describes a country as a social framework as well as a culture of essence and a set of characteristics that are internally special. It is agreed that a national picture is closely connected to the collective construct of a country composed of persons who share a shared culture's fundamental values, including values, ideals, standards, and institutions (O'Shaughnessy & O'Shaughnessy, 2000, p. 56). A country is characterized by an ontological status based on its population and beauty, contributing to the internal and external regeneration of the nation in a globalizing environment.

Dinnie (2008) claimed that national identity and country-of-origin scholarly disciplines were approaching country branding, and that nations needed strategies of brand management to perform successfully on the world stage. National identity thus plays an important role in branding a country, as Dinnie finds out, and key national identity concerns include not seeing the nation only as an “imagined community” or through the “invented tradition” idea.

The primary challenge of creating a country’s identity is to define the characteristics of national identity. Hall (2002) explains country branding as a re-imagining of national identity. The location's corporate identity is inextricably related to the location's national identity, which originates both from society and politics and evolves over time.

Nations continue to mold and redefine their cultures publicly, and individuals and the country itself continue to exhibit many conventional characteristics (Olins, 2002). This means that national identity is not static. It develops through history, society, culture, political institutions, and collective memory.

National identity can be characterized by the socialization process as dynamic patterns of thoughts, concepts, opinions, attitudes and behaviours developed by citizens of a given country (Kolakowski, 1995; Hall, 1996; Wodak et al., 2003). According to De Vicente (2004, p. 4), the “country identity is what a country believes in.”

Thus, literature also connects the “image of the inner country” with the idea of national identity. This is important because country branding is not only directed outward. A country brand also has an internal dimension, since citizens need to recognize and accept the image that is being projected. A good country brand needs to be realistic and communicate both inside and outside the country.

For this dissertation, national identity is important, but it is not the main object of analysis. The thesis does not study identity formation as such. Instead, it examines how governance structures use, organize, and project identity-related narratives as part of country branding.

3.5.2 Soft Power
Soft power is another concept closely related to country branding. Joseph Nye defines soft power as “the capacity to get what you want through attraction rather than coercion or payments” (Nye, 2004). It stems from the attraction of a country’s culture, political values, and policies.

Soft power therefore consists of the willingness of others to identify with a country’s productive and intangible resources. These may include a political system, cultural values, public policies, or international behaviour that other actors consider legitimate, moral, or attractive.

Soft power is not a power that stands alone. It supplements and differs from hard power. Nye argues that those who only respect hard power in international affairs are “one-dimensional players in a three-dimensional world” (Nye, 2004, p. 5). In other words, both hard and soft power are needed in order to achieve influence on the international stage.

However, possessing resources that can transform into soft power does not automatically guarantee the desired result. A country may have cultural, political, or economic assets, but this does not mean that these assets will necessarily produce attraction. The way these assets are organized, communicated, and connected to policy matters.

Soft power is both an advantage for countries to make themselves attractive to others and a tool to use in global communication. Different ways of achieving soft power have driven several countries to adopt communication-based objectives in order to improve their global reputation and build better ties with international audiences. With developed methods of disseminating information, the context of the twenty-first century offers nations and governments an expanded ability to express their desired foreign understanding in new ways (Hayden, 2012).

The relationship between soft power and country branding is clear. Both are concerned with attraction, reputation, and international perception. However, they are not identical. Soft power refers more broadly to the capacity to influence through attraction, while country branding refers to the strategic process through which a country attempts to shape and project its image.

For this dissertation, soft power is relevant because it shows why image, credibility, and attractiveness matter in international relations. However, the thesis goes further by asking how governance capacity supports or limits the production of that attractiveness.

3.5.3 Public Diplomacy


Public diplomacy is also closely connected to country branding. It refers to the ways in which states communicate with foreign publics and attempt to influence international understanding, perception, and opinion.

The political approach to country branding often discusses the relationship between public diplomacy and country branding. Some scholars treat them as similar concepts with differences, while others view them as closely connected. Szondi emphasizes that subordinating public diplomacy to country branding, or country branding to public diplomacy, may restrict both concepts. Instead, he suggests an interdisciplinary approach.

Public diplomacy is traditionally connected to foreign policy, diplomacy, and communication with external audiences. Country branding, on the other hand, is often connected to reputation, identity, competitiveness, and strategic positioning. In practice, however, the two concepts overlap. Both deal with how countries communicate, how they are perceived, and how they attempt to strengthen their international position.

Anholt argued that governments often prefer to use the term public diplomacy instead of country branding in order to avoid marketing associations. This shows that country branding can be politically sensitive, especially because some governments do not want to appear as if they are “marketing” the country like a product.

At the same time, public diplomacy alone does not fully explain country branding. Public diplomacy usually focuses on communication, relationship-building, and foreign audiences. Country branding includes these elements, but also includes tourism, investment, exports, culture, governance reputation, and national competitiveness.

For this dissertation, public diplomacy is treated as one of the mechanisms through which country branding is projected. It is not the same as country branding, but it is one of its important channels. Embassies, cultural institutes, foreign ministries, and international communication platforms all contribute to how a country presents itself abroad.

3.5.4 Relationship Between the Concepts


National identity, soft power, public diplomacy, and country branding are connected, but they should not be treated as interchangeable concepts.

National identity refers to how a country understands itself and how citizens relate to the national community. Soft power refers to the ability of a country to attract others through culture, values, policies, and legitimacy. Public diplomacy refers to communication with foreign publics and the management of international relationships. Country branding refers to the broader strategic and institutional process through which a country shapes and projects its image and reputation.

These concepts overlap because they all deal with perception, representation, and international image. However, country branding has a wider practical scope. It includes not only communication, but also governance, economic performance, tourism, investment, exports, digital visibility, diplomacy, and policy credibility.

This distinction is important for this dissertation. The thesis does not reduce country branding to national identity, soft power, or public diplomacy. Instead, it treats country branding as a governance-related process that uses elements of all three, but depends on the capacity of the state to coordinate institutions, define credible narratives, and project them consistently.

In this sense, national identity provides the internal foundation, soft power explains the logic of attraction, public diplomacy provides communication channels, and governance capacity determines whether the country brand can become credible and sustainable.

3.6 Country Branding as a Governance-Dependent Process

The previous sections show that country branding has moved beyond its original marketing-oriented meaning. Although early discussions were strongly influenced by corporate branding and marketing logic, later scholarship increasingly recognized that country branding cannot be reduced to promotion, tourism communication, or reputation management alone (Anholt, 2007; Dinnie, 2008; Fan, 2010). Country branding has gradually become connected to public policy, institutional coordination, soft power, economic competitiveness, and international positioning.

This shift is especially visible in Anholt’s distinction between communication-based and policy-based branding. Anholt argues that brand management cannot be effective if it remains isolated within public relations or communication activities. Instead, country reputation depends on the policies, actions, and behaviour of the country itself (Anholt, 2008, 2011). This idea is central to this dissertation because it supports the argument that country branding is not only about what a country says, but also about what it does.

From this perspective, a country’s image cannot be built independently from the way the country is governed. A state may use campaigns, slogans, logos, and public relations tools, but these elements alone cannot create a strong and sustainable country brand. If the projected image is not supported by the actual performance of the country, the branding effort becomes weak and less credible. This is also reflected in Kotler and Gertner’s argument that country image is shaped by public policy, history, culture, people, products, and institutions, rather than by promotion alone (Kotler & Gertner, 2002).

The political literature on country branding also supports this broader understanding. Van Ham (2001, 2002) argues that states increasingly operate as “brand states” in a global environment where image, legitimacy, and recognition matter. However, this does not mean that branding is only symbolic. The image of the state is connected to its ability to act, govern, and position itself internationally. Similarly, Aronczyk (2013) shows that country branding involves both corporate and state interests, making it a political and institutional process as much as a marketing activity.

Soft power theory also contributes to this argument. Nye (2004) defines soft power as the ability to influence others through attraction rather than coercion or payment. This attraction is based on culture, political values, and foreign policy. These elements are not only communication resources; they are also governance and policy outcomes. A country cannot build soft power only by claiming attractiveness. It must also demonstrate credible values, effective institutions, and legitimate policies.

This means that governance quality, public administration, political stability, policy coherence, legal reliability, economic performance, innovation capacity, education, infrastructure, digital development, and foreign policy all contribute to how a country is perceived. In this sense, country branding reflects the broader functioning of the state. The country brand is therefore not separate from governance; it is partly produced through governance.

At the same time, critical scholars warn that country branding can become problematic when it reduces national identity to a simplified marketing message. Kaneva (2011) argues that nation branding often operates within ideological and political frameworks, especially when national identity is reshaped for global audiences. Jansen (2008) also highlights the political and communicative dimensions of branding practices. These critiques are important because they show that country branding is not neutral. It is connected to power, identity, legitimacy, and institutional authority.

For this reason, country branding should not be treated as an artificial construct imposed from outside. It is more accurate to understand it as a reflection of the country’s real strengths, weaknesses, choices, and governance capacity. Branding can highlight strengths and organize them into a clearer narrative, but it cannot invent credibility where there is no institutional substance. This also corresponds to Fan’s view that country branding is a complex and multidimensional process that cannot be reduced to advertising or visual identity (Fan, 2010).

Institutional coordination is therefore central to this dissertation. Country branding involves many actors: ministries, tourism agencies, investment promotion bodies, export agencies, cultural institutions, embassies, private sector actors, civil society, and citizens. Dinnie (2008) emphasizes that country branding requires coordination among multiple stakeholders, because the country brand is shaped by different sectors and audiences at the same time. Without coordination, country branding becomes fragmented.

Policy coherence is equally important. The external narrative of a country should correspond to domestic policy and institutional reality. If there is a gap between what the country claims and what it actually delivers, the credibility of the brand is weakened. Szondi’s work on public diplomacy and nation branding also shows that communication, diplomacy, and branding need to be understood together, rather than as isolated fields (Szondi, 2008).

This dissertation therefore understands country branding as a governance-dependent process. Governance provides the foundation of credibility, while institutions, narratives, positioning, and communication channels transform that credibility into external recognition. The value of this perspective is that it shifts the analysis from the image alone to the production of the image.

Instead of asking only whether a country has a strong or weak brand, the dissertation asks how that brand becomes possible. This means examining what kind of governance capacity exists behind the image, how state and non-state actors coordinate branding activities, how national strengths are translated into narratives, and how these narratives are projected internationally.

This governance-based perspective forms the theoretical foundation of the dissertation. It allows the study to move beyond communication-focused approaches and analyse country branding as a public governance process. It also creates the basis for the comparative case studies and for the development of the Country Branding and Governance Index.
IV Research on European Way of Branding

The number of nations engaging in branding efforts has increased over the past 20 years, yet some question if it is genuinely feasible to brand an entire country given its complexity. It is abundantly obvious that nations strive to enhance the positive aspects of their identity and reputation while reducing unfavorable ones to become more competitive in the global market. Numerous nations are engaging in country branding operations, which are efforts to boost their profiles and improve their reputations on a global scale by addressing a variety of industries as opposed to focusing solely on one industry or area. Some are newly industrialized countries (NICs), including South Africa, India, China, Turkey, Malaysia, Mexico, and Brazil, while others are developing nations, such as South Korea, Canada, Switzerland, and Australia. They are all working to make their national brands stronger than those of their rivals in various ways.

Every nation already possesses a brand in the form of an identity and an image (or images), which are composed of diverse perceptions held by various individuals, groups, or other governments who are familiar with or have had contact with it. Governments use branding to try to change the identity (how the nation wants to be perceived) and the image (how this is really seen). For instance, Singapore has several images and associations that are held by different groups of individuals both at home and abroad, while not having deliberately developed a country brand image. Its many brand advantages include effectiveness, safety, dependability, confidence, good organization, a forward-thinking administration, and more. However, like other nations, it also suffers from some more unfavorable impressions and is viewed as being a touch cold, rigid, and slightly haughty. In Singapore and several other countries, the focus of government actions and brand operations is on eliminating the drawbacks and capitalizing on the advantages.

When it comes to national characteristics or reputational skills, a nation's image that results from collective perceptions can occasionally be very favorable for its products. Examples include Japan with consumer electronics, Germany with automotive technology, and Switzerland with highly precise craftsmanship.

Made in Germany, Made in Japan, and Made in Switzerland all conjure images of premium goods with cutting-edge design. These uplifting visuals have a significant nation of origin influence. There will be impression breaches that need to be filled if brand visuals do not reflect desired brand identities. For instance, Canada has long wished to be recognized as a major player in high technology in Asia, but the truth is that it is not, even though it has a number of potent tech firms like Bombardier. According to research, its reputation is mostly restricted to holidays and schooling. To boost brand image, nations frequently have to put a lot of effort into perception management.

China currently faces a problem with its reputation for providing high-quality goods and services. Major improvements can be made, as Japan demonstrated when it faced a comparable problem in the 1960s, but China wants and has to move more quickly.

The fundamental goals of branding exercises have been carried out in many nations in a variety of ways. The main objective of any nation branding initiative is to identify and seize opportunities for competitive advantage that will help the country gain:

• Promoting national culture and tourism.

• The draw of investments and international money.

• The expansion of exports of goods and services; • The recruitment and retention of talent.

In order to set themselves apart from rival nations and control their reputation in order to accomplish these four overarching aims, nations are leaning to branding tactics used by the commercial sector. They have observed that image power translates into economic power, prosperity, national confidence, and success, just as it does in the corporate sector.

Historically, nations have exploited the tourist sector to promote their national brands and images, particularly rising nations. In some ways, this is because the market is well-researched, international, and very simple to analyze. Additionally, most nations have the necessities like sea, sand, sun, shopping, and culture to satisfy the demands and wants of tourists. However, it is highly challenging to promote an entire nation's brand through a single industry, and it is now exceedingly challenging to generate distinct differentiation in the tourism sector. A few of the slogans from other nations include "Wonderful Indonesia," "Amazing Thailand," "Incredible India," and "It's more fun in the Philippines."

It is challenging to understand these and quite challenging to distinguish between them in regards of what they each offer.

Malaysia, which established and has consistently managed its "Malaysia, Truly Asia" brand since the 1990s, is one nation that has distinguished itself as a popular tourism destination. Due to its ethnic diversity, which includes Malays, Chinese, and Indians, Malaysia chose a positioning meant to draw tourists interested in experiencing Asian culture. Global research showed that there is a sizable enough group of people looking for a multi-cultural experience who might travel to a place that could provide it for them.

This decision of brand marketing is significant because it supports the political aim of the administration, which views the nation as multiracial and multicultural. Without the appropriate political will and policies in place, branding cannot be truly successful.

Both are not necessarily related to other national objectives, and consideration must be given to important areas like direct foreign investment, exports, talent, and other areas of need and relevance. In order to increase brand awareness, some nations are concentrating on one or more businesses other than tourism. A country can grow its brand and contribute significantly to the economy through tourism, but other industries must be brought together. In order to avoid confusing messages and a proliferation of logos, slogans, and other brand communications, nation branding should be done holistically. 

Nations require corporate brand ambassadors, businesses with strong brands themselves that are active in foreign marketplaces, to build strong and sustainable brands. Corporate and national brands should collaborate to strengthen the national brand, and there are two ways to do this. A nation's industries and businesses will find it simpler to expand into international markets and be successful if it has a strong reputation and image for particular skills or competencies.

The NBE is split in half by this. However, the opposite scenario, in which companies and organizations from a country enter markets and succeed, can also be beneficial because this enhances the perception of the country. There is a positive feedback loop when these two circumstances are present. If one of the halves is in a bad situation, the outcome usually creates a bad impression for everyone. Germany, for instance, is known for its precision engineering and benefits from Mercedes-Benz and BMW, just as those companies do when they use the "Made in Germany" designation. Chanel, Christian Dior, L'Oréal, and many other well-known brands may be found in France, the country of style and elegance. These kinds of brands are excellent in spreading over the globe and enhancing a country's "bottom line," in addition to its image. They represent a variety of national brands.

A nation's brand worth depends on having a strong NBE, and while some emerging nations are making progress, most of them are making it slowly. I would anticipate that the majority of national branding operations will take place in emerging nations over the next several years as the assessment of corporate and nation brands grows progressively more popular and significant. It is important to emphasize that branding is about generating competitive strategies and intents that must not only be conveyed but also carried out. Branding is not about developing logos, slogans, advertising, or public relations.

This comprises changes in behavior in the public and private sectors as well as regulations and public diplomacy at the national level. Success depends on inclusivity, and if all stakeholders are not involved in the national branding process, the result will almost surely be less than ideal, with intrabrand competition, resource duplication, and possibly confused consumers.

Countrywide brand management must be pushed from the top down and must include representation from all industries. Governments are tempted to sidestep this difficulty since branding only one or two businesses can support a nation's brand image and help it accomplish specific goals at the national level.

Therefore in the lack of a comprehensive strategy, particular focus is frequently placed on a few important areas in which improvements are possible that will have an economic impact and serve to improve a nation's reputation.

Governments face significant difficulties in securing "buy-in" and dedication to brand strategies, programs, and campaigns from all players, including national residents, as a result of this demand for inclusivity. There are no easy fixes because of the breadth and complexity of the nation branding process. It takes time to complete. It also means that a strong framework must be in place to handle all the problems that arise during the branding process. This structure must be both resourceful and able to provide direction about the branding priorities of both the commercial and public sectors.

Nation brands must improve their management of this priceless asset as they take their role as value creators more seriously, just like commercial brands. For instance, the Federal Act and Ordinance on the Promotion of Switzerland's Image Abroad, administered by the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs, outlines the importance Switzerland places on its national brand. Additionally, to ensure inclusivity and "buying" on the brand, South Korea maintains a Presidential Council on Nation Branding with 47 members from the public and private sectors.

Any brand's growth and success depend on effective brand management, thus rising nations (and some developed ones, too) should set up a system to guarantee that the brand strategy is implemented in a consistent and timely manner as markets, national priorities, and levels of competition rise. Given the significance of brands to national economies, they should be handled at an extremely high level. There is much that the public sector can learn from the private sector, thus it is a good idea to involve commercial brands and other partners in national brand management.

3.7 Country Branding in the European Union Context


The European Union provides a distinctive context for the analysis of country branding. EU member states are sovereign countries, but they operate within a shared institutional, legal, and regulatory framework. This makes the EU different from a wider global comparison, where countries may differ too strongly in terms of political regime, level of development, regional position, and institutional structure.

For this dissertation, the EU is important because it creates both similarity and difference at the same time. On the one hand, member states are connected through shared rules, the Single Market, common regulatory expectations, and broader European norms. On the other hand, they still differ in governance quality, administrative capacity, economic structure, policy implementation, and international positioning. This combination makes the EU a suitable environment for comparative analysis.

In this sense, the European Union can be understood as a structured branding environment. Member states do not construct their international image in isolation. They do so within a system where rules, standards, and policy expectations are partly shared. The EU creates a common framework of norms, procedures, and cooperation, while still allowing countries to differentiate themselves through their own strengths and governance performance.

This is important for country branding because the shared EU framework reduces some forms of variation between countries. EU member states operate under common legal and economic conditions, and this makes comparison more systematic. However, the EU does not remove national differences. It does not guarantee that all countries will have the same level of institutional capacity, policy coherence, or administrative effectiveness. Therefore differences in country branding within the EU are not random; they are shaped by how states perform within a shared institutional setting.

The EU context is also important because country branding in Europe has been influenced by both internal and external developments. Post-Cold War identity rebuilding, EU enlargement, tourism competition, investment attraction, and the desire to translate governance quality and cultural wealth into soft power all contributed to the rise of country branding in Europe. For newer and post-socialist member states, branding has often been connected to transition and repositioning. EU accession required many countries to present themselves not only as former socialist states, but as democratic, modern, and competitive European economies.

At the same time, older and larger EU member states also engage in country branding, although often from a different position. Countries with long-established reputations, such as Germany, France, Italy, or Spain, usually build on already existing associations related to culture, industry, tourism, innovation, or governance. Smaller member states, in contrast, may use country branding to increase visibility and define a clearer international role. This shows that country branding in the EU is not one single model, but a set of different strategies shaped by size, history, governance capacity, and economic structure.

Within the EU framework, traditional sources of differentiation become more limited. Member states cannot easily differentiate themselves only through sovereignty, protection, or completely different economic systems, because they are already embedded in a common market and regulatory order. Instead, they increasingly differentiate themselves through functional strengths. These may include digital governance, innovation, sustainability, regulatory reliability, tourism, education, investment climate, or diplomatic credibility.

This shift has important implications for country branding. In the EU context, country branding cannot rely only on symbolic narratives, historical images, or tourism promotion. It must also reflect demonstrable areas of competence. A country that presents itself as innovative must show innovation capacity. A country that promotes itself as reliable must show administrative and regulatory reliability. A country that emphasizes sustainability must show credible environmental policy and institutional commitment.

Governance therefore becomes a central branding asset in the European context. Anholt’s Nation Brand Hexagon already includes governance as one of the dimensions of country reputation, which shows that perceptions of government competence, fairness, and responsibility are part of national image. In the EU, this is especially relevant because member states are often compared through governance indicators, innovation scoreboards, digital performance measures, environmental rankings, and competitiveness data. These forms of comparison influence how countries are evaluated, both inside and outside Europe.

The EU also creates a double branding environment. Member states have their own country brands, but they are also associated with the broader image of the European Union. In some cases, EU membership strengthens credibility by linking countries to stability, regulation, democracy, and economic integration. In other cases, national tensions with EU norms, especially around governance or rule of law, may create reputational challenges. This means that country branding within the EU is connected not only to national strategy, but also to the country’s relationship with the European project.

This makes the European Union an attractive setting for this dissertation. It allows the study to examine how countries differentiate themselves under shared constraints. The comparison is not based on completely unrelated cases, but on countries that belong to the same institutional system while still showing different governance capacities and branding outcomes.

For this reason, the EU is treated not only as a geographical or political context, but as a structured comparative environment. It provides the conditions for analysing how governance capacity translates into country branding capacity across member states. If country branding is governance-dependent, then differences between EU countries should be visible not only in their branding narratives, but also in their institutional coordination, policy coherence, competitive positioning, and modes of international projection.

3.8 Conceptual Framework of the Dissertation

This dissertation is built on the assumption that country branding is not an isolated communication activity, but a governance-dependent process. The conceptual framework of the study therefore links governance structures to country branding outcomes through a sequence of connected analytical stages.

The framework starts from the premise that governance capacity shapes the conditions under which branding becomes possible. The structure and quality of governance influence the degree of institutional coordination, the ability to formulate a coherent strategic narrative, and the capacity of the state to position itself effectively within the European Union and beyond. In this sense, country branding is understood not simply as image projection, but as the external expression of internal institutional capacity.

The framework follows a sequential logic. First, the governance context and institutional capacity of the state provide the structural foundation. Second, this capacity is translated into a branding governance architecture, meaning the institutional organization through which branding is managed. Third, this architecture shapes the strategic narrative orientation of the country, that is, the way the state defines and presents itself externally. Fourth, this narrative is connected to the country’s competitive positioning within the European Union, where branding takes place in a relational environment shaped by comparison, specialization, and competition. Finally, branding is projected in practice through digital and diplomatic mediation, which functions as the operational channel of external communication and international image projection.

Taken together, these dimensions form the analytical core of the dissertation. They explain how governance capacity is translated into branding capacity and how institutional quality becomes visible in the external image of the state. The conceptual framework therefore provides the foundation for the comparative case studies and also supports the logic of the Country Branding and Governance Index developed later in the dissertation.

In simplified form, the framework can be expressed as follows:

Governance Structure → Coordination Capacity → Strategic Narrative → Competitive Positioning → International Projection
This sequence reflects the main argument of the dissertation: the stronger and more coherent the governance base, the more credible, coordinated, and effective the country branding process becomes. Table 2 summarizes the main analytical dimensions, their guiding questions, and their contribution to the study.
Table 2 Operational Structure of the Conceptual Framework

	Analytical Dimension
	Core Question
	Analytical Focus
	Contribution to the Dissertation

	Governance Context and Institutional Capacity
	What type of governance capacity does the state possess?
	Political-administrative system, economic structure, institutional quality, EU embeddedness
	Establishes the structural basis from which branding capacity emerges

	Branding Governance Architecture
	How is country branding organized and coordinated institutionally?
	Institutions, actors, level of centralization, coordination mechanisms, state/non-state relations
	Explains how branding is governed and managed in practice

	Strategic Narrative Orientation
	How does the country define and present itself to external audiences?
	Core narrative, strategic pillars, values, sectoral emphasis, policy alignment
	Shows how governance priorities are translated into external narratives

	Competitive Positioning within the EU
	What role does the country seek to occupy within the European Union?
	Comparative advantage, specialization, role in the EU, branding objective
	Situates branding within the relational and competitive EU context

	Digital and Diplomatic Mediation
	How is the country’s brand projected internationally in practice?
	Digital platforms, diplomatic channels, institutional communication, mediation tools
	Examines how branding becomes externally visible and operational

	Country Branding Outcome
	What kind of branding capacity emerges from this process?
	Coherence, credibility, visibility, recognition, positioning
	Captures the broader outcome of governance-dependent branding


4. Chapter: Nation Branding in the European Union

4.1 Introduction

4.1.1 EU as a Structured Branding Environment

The European Union provides a distinctive context for the analysis of nation branding. The Union brings together elements of the political integration of sovereign member states. EU countries operate under common institutional, legal, and regulatory frameworks. Consequently, due to the structured nature of the environment, nation-branding image development can occur within a more systematic framework than in a typical globally-oriented setting.

EU establishes a common regulatory and normative framework that shapes the behaviour and external representation of member states. Through a single market, common competition rules, and coordinated policy domains, member states are embedded in a system of institutional convergence that limits extreme divergence while still allowing for variation. The EU creates a common framework of norms, rules, and procedures for the cooperation of its member states (European Union, n.d.). This shared framework creates a certain level of predictability and comparability in how member states promote themselves globally.

From a nation branding perspective, this environment is particularly significant because it constrains and standardizes key aspects of state behaviour. Regulatory alignment, policy coordination, and adherence to common legal standards may limit the uncoordinated national actions.  Consequently, member states construct representations of national brands within the broader institutional framework.  This supports the argument that while the EU functions as a geopolitical entity, it also offers a structured branding environment within which national images are produced and interpreted.

Furthermore, from the perspective of image creation, the EU also demonstrates activity in creating its own image as an institution. The EU wants to create a certain image and identity through public diplomacy and strategic communication. De Meester (2022) says that this strategy might include the EU trying to build an international image. This is relevant because EU member states do not necessarily share a common cultural heritage and historical roots, which are essential for image building. 

While this structure does limit variability among EU member states, it does not eliminate variability. Although the EU establishes common rules and expectations for member states, it does not guarantee similar results for all members. There remains considerable difference in governance quality, institutional capacity, and policy implementation across members, and these differences shape how each member state is viewed internationally. As Simonazzi (2023) points out, the European Union exists in a complex, geopolitically interdependent environment that includes both increasing levels of integration and structural vulnerabilities that affect how member states position themselves globally. Thus, we can see that the EU should be thought of as a system that at once promotes comparability among member states while preserving differences.

As a whole, these two features make the EU countries an attractive case study for comparing national brands. The fact that member states share a large number of common institutional bases allows us to evaluate nation brands using a similar framework; meanwhile, there remain differences in governance and performance among members that allow us to identify variance. This combination allows for a comparative case study analysis of nation branding.

4.1.2 Differentiation Within a Standardised System 

Within the EU framework, differences between member states have not disappeared but have changed in nature. Now the competition happens within a common regulatory and economic framework.
The number of studies on EU politics shows that integration tends to lead to convergence in several areas, including market regulation and standards of legislation, but leaves considerable space for change in terms of policy implementation and coordination (Fritz W. Scharpf, 1999; R. Daniel Kelemen, 2011). This distinction is important. Although member nations adhere to shared regulations, they retain accountability for their individual institutional efficacy. 

In turn, traditional means of national differentiation become much more difficult to maintain. Narratives that claim sovereignty, protection, or even differences in economic systems do not really apply in highly integrated markets. Countries differentiate themselves through functional strengths. Functional strength here applies to the areas where the countries perform more effectively or develop a clearer institutional profile. Peter A. Hall and David Soskice (2001) claim that advanced economies tend to differentiate themselves precisely through creating unique institutional arrangements, but not removing commonalities. In turn, such processes occur within the EU as well.

This shift has obvious implications for nation branding. In order to survive in the nation branding arena, member states cannot only rely on traditional nation branding sources, such as history or culture. In the EU context, nation brands reflect demonstrable areas of competence, such as digital governance, environmental policy, innovation systems, or regulatory reliability. This evolves nation branding from a mere communication strategy to governance capacity. 

At the same time, the EU also facilitates the comparison between states. Performance is regularly assessed using various indices and benchmarks developed by various institutions, including the European Commission. Instruments like the Digital Economy and Society Index and European Innovation Scoreboard communicate differences and impact the perception of these countries. When countries are compared to each other, external audiences can take note of their strengths and weaknesses when making comparisons.

Consequently, differences between member states should be methodical. Focusing on specific areas accelerates differentiation, rather than trying to be the best at everything. As a result, distinct patterns begin to form as digital prowess, sustainability, or stability capabilities. Furthermore, differences emerge within a common framework and depend on governance capabilities rather than differences in systems. It means that nation branding within this framework should be considered as a reflection rather than the creation of differences. Patterns become evident as soon as institutions make choices.

In this sense, the European Union creates an interesting case of differentiation under constraints. Member States have equal conditions to act, but they are still obliged to position themselves relatively to one another. In this way, distinct patterns of specialisations arise and provide a basis for studying the translation of governance capabilities into various forms of nation branding.

4.1.3 Governance as the Primary Source of Differentiation

Differences between member states are rooted in how they are governed. In the European Union, governance quality, coordination, and efficiency shape how countries are positioned and perceived.

According to Acemoglu and A. Robinson (2012), long-term performance differences between countries are closely tied to institutional arrangements, particularly the extent to which they enable effective coordination, accountability, and policy implementation. While their research is not dedicated to the EU, its insights are very applicable in terms of institutional capacity. 

The OECD emphasizes that effective public governance requires a high level of coordination among various institutions, efficient administration, and the ability to implement policies (OECD, 2020). Even when regulatory environments are uniform across members of a union, there exist variations in the degree to which countries achieve levels of coordination, efficiency, and policy implementation. Therefore countries are differentiated not necessarily because of the formality of their structures, but rather because of how those structures function in practice.

From the nation branding point of view, a country should demonstrate reliable governance to build and drive a positive national image. In other words, the country that possesses a high governance capacity to implement these rules and regulations to get positive results would achieve a good reputation. Administrative efficiency, regulatory reliability, and policy coherence become visible markers of national performance.

This perspective also helps explain why branding outcomes tend to be relatively stable over time. While communication strategies can be changed in a year or two, institutions evolve much slower, and thus countries do not switch their positions dramatically in nation brand indexes. Countries that are reliable, innovative, and administratively effective can rely on it when promoting their national image. Such characteristics are often observed consistently in many different areas.

Governance capacity does not automatically translate into branding capacity. The equation depends on how these countries organize and communicate their institutional strength. But regardless of the means of presentation, governance is the most important factor because, although communication can slightly alter public perception for the time, it cannot compensate alone for institutional performance.

From an analytical standpoint, if differences in national positioning are rooted in governance, then they can be studied systematically by examining institutional configurations, coordination mechanisms, and policy outcomes. This shifts the focus of analysis away from slogans and campaigns, and towards the structures that generate credible differentiation in the first place.

4.1.4 Implications for Comparative Analysis

Building on the points discussed above, the following analysis examines how nation branding functions in the European Union, where a common institutional setting coexists with differences in how states are governed.

These conditions suggest that differences between EU member states are not random, allowing for more systematic comparison of nation branding outcomes.

In particular, one of the biggest problems of analyzing nation branding is the lack of sufficient similarities to conduct a comparison. States differ from one another in terms of their political regimes, level of development, and institutional capacity. Therefore isolating variables that influence a national image in a global setting is difficult. On the other hand, the EU eliminates much of this variability because all member states share a common law and economic base. All member states are part of the same marketplace, subject to the same regulatory and policy expectations. Being a part of one common marketplace, all member states face similar expectations as far as their regulation and policy-making capabilities are concerned. 

However, we cannot say that all member states of the EU are completely equal. Nor is the comparison of member states straightforward. Indeed, there are still many differences in terms of administrative tradition, economic structure, and political culture among member states. However, these differences are not arbitrary. Studies examining varieties of capitalism and comparative political economy argue that advanced economies exhibit systematic institutional forms of variation (Hall & Soskice, 2001). It is no less evident in the EU where member states adjust to the same constraints differently, resulting in recognizable governance models.

Within the EU context, therefore comparative analysis is not just feasible but necessary to analyze. The combined characteristics of a uniform institutional framework and structured difference create an environment in which differences between countries can be systematically evaluated. Ultimately, this will provide a platform for discovering broader trends as to how governance capacity translates into branding capacity across EU member states.

Building on this framework, the following case studies examine how governance differences across EU member states shape their branding capacity.
4.2 Rationalization of Clustering Strategy: A Governance-Led Typology

The case selection procedure adheres to a theoretical approach seeking to identify variations in governance systems, which are situated in the common environment of the European Union.

In this regard, ten member states are selected that would reflect different administrative arrangements, coordination strategies, and organizational capacities. The goal of the study is to reveal meaningful variations rather than achieve representativeness; in doing so, both old and new members, as well as varying administrative traditions in Europe are considered.

Finally, the case selection process incorporates existing differences between centralized and decentralized arrangements, coordinated vs. fragmented systems, and stable vs. transitional governance regimes (Hall & Soskice, 2001; Peters, 2010). These differences provide the foundation for the grouping strategy applied in the analysis.

Such an approach allows one to move away from the randomness of selecting cases and to focus on patterns of significance for the purposes of analysis. In turn, this enables one to analyze variations in nation branding capacity that emerge from particular governance configurations.

Figure 1 Analytical Logic of Governance-Based Clustering in the European Union
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The figure 1 illustrates how variation in governance configurations within a shared EU institutional environment leads to the formation of clusters, which structure the conditions for nation branding and guide the subsequent comparative analysis.

4.3 Cluster I: Digital-Centric and Transparent Governance

Countries belonging to Cluster I – Sweden, the Netherlands and Estonia- are characterised by high levels of institutional trust, transparency, and advanced digital governance. These states are consistently identified in comparative public administration literature as examples of networked and citizen-oriented governance systems (OECD, 2019; Peters, 2010).

Governance Logic:

Sweden, the Netherlands, and Estonia demonstrate strong rule-of-law performance and high levels of transparency. Their governance systems rely on coordinated, network-based approaches. Estonia, in particular, represents a leading digital governance model in which e-government is deeply institutionalised.

Branding Implication:

In this model, country branding reflects institutional performance rather than functioning as a separate communication strategy. 

4.3.1 Estonia

Estonia represents the embedded digital governance branding within the European Union. Estonia, a small Baltic state located in Northern Europe (Klemeshev et al., 2015), had a population of approximately 1.3 million as of 2024. And is therefore considered one of the smallest countries in the European Union (Statistics Estonia, 2024). Geographically, Estonia is bordered by Russia to the east, Latvia to the south, and Sweden and Finland to the west. In addition to mainland areas, Estonia also includes many islands along the Baltic Sea coast. 

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, Estonia regained independence in 1991 (The Estonian Institute, n.d). Subsequently, Estonia established a democratic parliamentary system and later joined NATO  and the EU in 2004 (BBC News, 2024).  Over the last three decades, Estonia has evolved into a high-income Eurozone country characterised by a favourable business climate, a strong institutional environment, and a highly modernised digital public administration (Sootla & Lääne, 2013). 

The institutional environment of Estonia provides the institutional base for its branding model, which utilises digital governance.

Governance Context and Institutional Capacity

Since regaining independence on August 20, 1991, Estonia has been through major developments as a fast-paced process of economic liberalization, membership in the EU and NATO in 2004, adoption of the Euro currency in 2011 (European Central Bank, 2011) and becoming one of the leading countries in Europe in terms of Digital Governance (Kriisa, 2024). The European Commission's 2023 DESI report shows that Estonia has improved more than most countries in overall digital performance (European Commission, 2023).

The form of Estonian government was shaped by the structural constraints of building a new state after 1991. In the early 1990s, government budgets were limited (Buch, 2022), and the public sector spent less money per citizen than many of their neighbours. Teams working on reforms were underpaid and often worked from temporary office spaces. As a result, implementing digitalisation of basic services was not only an innovative way to deliver government services, but it was also the only realistic option to enable effective governance.

Estonia has developed a comprehensive, interagency digital government platform (Toomere et al., 2022). It operates on one principle: “once-only,” meaning that the citizen will only have to submit the same information to the government once (European Commission, 2020).

The “once-only” principle is enabled by the X-Road data exchange layer (Estonian Information System Authority, 2024). The use of the X-Road layer creates a digital “highway” that connects government and private databases, enabling the safe sharing of information between systems (X-Road Global Organisation, 2021). This design ensures reliable and secure transfer of data; therefore digital government services are efficient and easily accessible to the public online. Transparency is also an important element in this digital system (Espinosa & Pino, 2025).

Estonia’s model of governance establishes trust in government through a strong institutional framework, both theoretically and practically. Efficiency, transparency, and interoperability exist across all of Estonia’s governmental structures and are more than just rhetorical statements (Espinosa & Pino, 2025).

Branding Governance Architecture

Unlike most of its larger European counterparts, Estonia has centralised all main branding operations under a single, adaptable organisational framework rather than distributing them across many ministries and agencies. 

Estonia has an integrated, adaptable branding design that closely matches its organisational structure. 

Beginning in 2017, Brand Estonia was created from a marketing unit inside Enterprise Estonia to unite Estonia’s image and create a common thread around three key areas: a digital society, environmental sustainability, and independent thinking or “independent minds.” (Invest in Estonia, 2017) To further integrate national communications through a single, unified brand strategy, Brand Estonia became an independent Country Promotion Department in 2024 to enable greater coordination of national promotion activities across government departments. 

The Country Promotion Department works closely with numerous national government departments and organizations, including Trade Estonia, Invest in Estonia, Visit Estonia, Work in Estonia, Startup Estonia, the e-residency program, and several other government departments - Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government Office, Ministry of Economic Affairs and Communications (Brand Estonia, n.d.) In terms of fulfilling their role in promoting the overall “independent minds” brand promise, each organization has a specific role:

· Trade Estonia builds international relationships that support Estonian businesses (Trade Estonia, 2025);

· Invest in Estonia encourages entrepreneurial investment and innovation (Invest Estonia, 2025);

· Visit Estonia showcases local culture and creativity (Visit Estonia, 2025);

· Work in Estonia attracts diverse international talent (Work Estonia, 2025);

· Startup Estonia creates a community of innovative, forward-thinking entrepreneurs (Startup Estonia, 2025);

· and the e-residency program allows for the operation of cross-border digital business (e-Residency Estonia, 2025).

The inclusion of government offices provides nation branding with a high-level strategic coordination mechanism, unlike in many larger European states, where branding responsibility is divided among numerous ministries and agencies. (Polese et al., 2020)

The Brand Architecture of Estonia is based on a formalised identity system, in addition to organisational structure. Brand Estonia formally launched the formalised identity system in January 2017, with the launch of the brand.estonia.ee website and the Estonia.ee portal. Estonian Design Group developed both portals in 2016 as an official nation brand promotion website and a common communication toolkit for all ministries, agencies, and diplomatic missions (Cavegn, 2017). These platforms provide common design elements, messaging principles, and storytelling guidelines, and are used consistently throughout all government communications.

Promoting foreign investment is a central element of Estonia’s branding architecture. The country’s foreign investment promotion policy began with the establishment of the Estonian Foreign Investment Agency in 1994. Which later integrated into Enterprise Estonia in 2000 and reorganised under the Estonian Business and Innovation Agency in 2022 (Eurofound, 2022).

As evidenced by institutional continuity, attracting investment has long been part of Estonia's state strategy and is not just an afterthought initiative aimed at branding (United States Department of State, 2025). Foreign direct investment is perceived not only as an economic goal for Estonia, but also as a way to diversify markets, promote knowledge transfer, and strengthen the country's reputation by supporting Estonia's digital state position. (Sinani & Meyer, 2004)

According to Brand Finance’s 2024 assessments (Ots & Cole, 2024), Estonia is ranked among the world's 47 strongest Nation Brands, with an estimated nation brand value of around €47 Billion, showing a continued year-on-year increase despite macroeconomic constraints. Estonia outperforms its position in perception rankings (ranked 74th) and has improved significantly in its structural investment indicator rankings (31st Globally). However, familiarity with Estonia remains very low (Ranked 125th) (Brand Estonia, 2025).

Despite the recent economic downturn (OECD, 2024), Estonia's nation brand has grown in 2024 compared to 2023. While structural investment ratings for Estonia have improved to 31st globally and shown better overall performance than perception ratings (74th), there is still relatively little awareness of the Estonian nation brand internationally (125th) (Brand Estonia, 2025). These differences provide insight into one of the defining characteristics of Estonia's branding architecture: the institutional inputs and branding aspects of Estonia are not currently matched in terms of international exposure. However, once international recognition is achieved, Estonia's reputation is very high and demonstrates a strong translation from governance to perceptions. Therefore Estonia can be described as having a strong level of brand coherence and credibility; however, it is lacking in terms of reputational diffusion (Polese et al., 2020).

The thematic concentration of Estonia's brand--digital governance, education, sustainability, regulatory efficiency and international reliability—aligns with many of the most highly evaluated areas of Estonia's international position based upon global perception. (Estonia ranked 57th in Brand Finance's 2024 Global Soft Power Index, 2024) Thus, Estonia's branding architecture minimizes potential narrative inconsistency between domestic and international positioning (Polese et al., 2020).

Strategic Narrative Orientation

By placing digital governance at the centre of its national identity, Estonia offers many examples for international policymakers who are reevaluating what it means to construct and communicate sovereignty and legitimacy in today’s digital world (Budnitsky, 2022).

Estonia's strategic narrative focuses on "e-government", referring to digital governance rather than historical or symbolic representations (Barcevičius et al., 2019, p. 36). Estonia presents itself as a provider and facilitator of digital mobility. 

Estonia’s e-residency program supports the so-called strategic narrative. It expands the state's ability to provide digital governance beyond Estonia's borders, thereby transforming governance into a global service platform (Hoffmann & Vasquez, 2022). The program allows individuals and businesses from all around the world to participate in Estonia's digital infrastructure, regardless of whether they have legal or cultural connections to Estonia.

This creates a different relationship for Estonia with its digital participant base than it would with its citizenry. Digital participants engage with Estonia's digital infrastructure not only as citizens but also as customers of public services and through other forms of digital engagement, further challenging the traditional sender/receiver models of audience engagement and creating a unique group of receivers who do not share common geographic ties. This further complicates Estonia's definition of its sovereignty and belonging (Blue, 2020).

At the same time, Estonia is integrating a resilience narrative based on both cybersecurity and national security preparedness. As a result of the cyberattacks against Estonia in 2007, digital security was integrated into the construction of national identity (Czosseck et al., 2011). An actual representation of Estonia's commitment to digital security is the creation of CERT-EE, Estonia's national cyber security incident response authority, immediately following the cyberattacks (Skierka, 2023).

However, while Estonia's approach to digital security includes the use of proactive measures and the continuous development of cyber capabilities, the country does more than mitigate risks by using the work of CERT-EE as a source of innovation that contributes to its national brand.

Competitive Positioning within the European Union

As a small nation in a highly dense institutional field, Estonia has differentiated itself as a digital norm pioneer. Estonia uses regulatory innovation to offset the limitations of its internal market, thereby bypass the traditional requirement for industrial scale. Unlike the industrial continental powers of the EU, Estonia's competitive strategy is built on establishing digital infrastructure and proactively influencing supranational governance frameworks. Subsequently, this will ensure that Estonia remains at the centre of evolving EU policy areas, such as AI regulation and data governance. This influence can be spotted in the EU's cross-border digital public service legislation negotiations. Estonia has used the X-Road platform as a functional proof of concept for secure data interoperability and to export its domestic administrative logic to the supranational level (X-Road: The Backbone of Estonia’s Interoperable Digital State, 2024).

Estonia has provided the framework for the application of the GDPR and subsequent digital identity systems and has used its technical capabilities to build a strong negotiation position (Vaga & Ristoja, 2024). To achieve these results, Estonia has linked its advanced digital ID systems with wider discussions about security and privacy.

Estonia became the first country to use electronic signatures for EU legislation in 2017. The electronic signing of an EU legislative act was both a symbolic and practical success for Estonia’s digital diplomacy. It illustrates how a small state can influence the outcome of high-level negotiations (Council of the European Union, 2017).

Furthermore, the internationalisation of the X-Road model is a unique way to transform internal governance structures into exportable goods. And in turn, administrative know-how into legitimate influence capital through policy advice from the European Commission. Estonia’s institutional credibility, resulting from strategic coalition building and voting blocs on digital policy issues, enables it to transform from a marginal actor into a trusted advisor with influence that significantly exceeds its size relative to other countries.

Ultimately, Estonia demonstrates that it is possible to derive a brand identity from specialised governance rather than economic size. Estonia's commitment to creating a reliable, secure, and transparent digital infrastructure provides a solid foundation for institutional trust [Kattel, 2026). These demonstrate that the dependability and quality of a governance model are the ultimate factors in determining successful branding sustainability and, therefore ensuring Estonia's status as a high-governance leader in the EU institutional field.

Digital and Diplomatic Mediation

Estonia’s international promotion mechanisms are linked to its governance style. As an extension of State capabilities, the e-Governance Academy trains foreign officials in e-governance and advises other governments on their own digital transformation (Espinosa & Pino, 2024). These activities enable Estonia to convert its administrative practices into a soft power tool. 

The Estonian Embassies act as promoters of digital innovation through e-Residency, Cyber Security expertise, and Start-up Ecosystems. The common digital palette ensures that all Estonian Embassies have a unified visual identity online and offline, ensuring consistency across all government communications (e-Estonia, 2025). 

Unlike the traditional branding approach of advertising campaigns, Estonia uses a practice-based approach to mediation. Instead of projecting symbolic images, Estonia promotes its governance functions. Thus, confirming one of the main arguments of this dissertation: sustainable branding potential is generated through institutional content instead of communicative creation. To put it simply, Estonia has demonstrated that “function generates reputation; substance precedes form every time.”

4.3.2 Sweden

Sweden is the representative country of the Normative Progressive Model in Cluster I. Estonia's brand identity is based on "digital agility", whereas Sweden's capacity lies in the framework of a well-established, decentralised, and transparent governance structure, which relies on high levels of social trust, institutional transparency, and a long-standing consensus-oriented political culture. Crucially, Rothstein (2001) argues that in the Swedish case, social capital and generalized trust are not merely by-products of vibrant civil society, but are actively generated by the universal and impartial design of state institutions. The institutional configuration of the welfare state — particularly its universalism and corporatist state–society cooperation — has therefore played a constitutive role in sustaining high levels of public trust.

The Normative Progressive Model describes a "social democratic welfare system" that combines elements of a capitalist, free-market-oriented system with a generous, high-tax, universal welfare state (Swank, 2000). This system promotes progressive, socially responsible norms, such as gender equality, sustainability, and individual autonomy, as a middle-way model for the development of economic, social, and foreign policies (Mavrozacharakis & Tzagkarakis, 2018). As one of the largest Nordic countries, Sweden had a population of around 10.5 million in 2024 (Statista, 2025).  Sweden's geographical and political stability has helped to establish one of the world's most sustainable social democratic governance frameworks (Petridou et al., 2024).

Sweden has not been part of any armed conflict for over two hundred years (Brommesson, Ekengren, & Michalski, 2022), which led to the emergence of the “Swedish Model”. The “Swedish Model” is a system characterised by high levels of social trust, a strong welfare state and a consensus-based approach to policy-making (Thakur et al., 2003). Since joining the European Union in 1995 and NATO in 2024 (Government Offices of Sweden, 2024), Sweden has transformed from a neutral status to a normatively active leader (Brommesson, Ekengren, & Michalski, 2025) in the Euro-Atlantic security and economic architecture.
Sweden utilises nation branding as an instrumental communication tool, and its branding is rooted in its history of effective governance and its role as a global leader in the Green Transition (Sweden, n.d.). Sweden’s institutional environment forms the basis for a branding strategy centred on its normative excellence and progressive values ​​, which are the main foundations of its competitiveness.
The Swedish government has been a global leader in promoting sustainable development for decades (OECD, 2025).  Today, Sweden is among the most innovative economies in the world (WIPO, 2025; UNRIC, 2024), ensuring a high level of transparency and accountability across all areas of governance. Sweden’s branding strategy, which values transparency, accountability, and sustainable development, is grounded in its institutional environment.

Governance Context and Institutional Capacity

Sweden has leveraged its openness to create a national competitive advantage. In Sweden, transparency is not only a means of conducting government business but also a mechanism that drives the country's reputation globally. Sweden's ability to leverage its branding capabilities is based on a strong, three-tiered administrative system – national, regional, and local. Following Sweden’s joining the EU, the 4th level – European level of government gained importance (Government Offices of Sweden, 2015).  The national level of administration has a high degree of autonomy. This is supported by a constitutional obligation to apply the "Principle of Public Access"
 at all administrative levels (OECD, 2025).

Sweden has some of the highest levels of local government autonomy among European Union member states, according to the European Commission's 2022 study among OECD countries (European Commission, Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy, 2022). (European Commission, Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy, 2022). Transparency is a critical component of Sweden's national brand, generating high international credibility and "trust in governance"(OECD, 2025).

Another important component of Sweden’s nation brand is its sovereign reputation.  It reflects a country's international standing on issues of reliability, integrity, and good governance. A positive sovereign reputation reduces the risk of international distrust when negotiating with other countries and/or attracting FDI. Sweden’s experience demonstrates that a country’s ability to brand itself domestically is enhanced by a bureaucracy capable of delivering effective and transparent governance and efficient public services (OECD, 2023).

Branding Governance Architecture: The "Team Sweden" Model

Sweden's decision to join NATO in April 2024 (Nato, 2024) represents a historic departure from its long-standing neutrality and signals a new era in its international relations. This shift was described by the Swedish Minister for Foreign Affairs, Tobias Billström, as "Sweden will be safer in NATO and NATO will be stronger with Sweden as an Ally," adding that "unity, solidarity and cohesion" would be the "guiding lights" for Sweden’s new role (Government Offices of Sweden, 2024) .

The Swedish Institute coordinates Sweden's brand governance by analysing the country's image, overseeing communication efforts, and partnering with key state-affiliated actors to create legitimacy and a unified international presence (Swedish Institute, 2024). As a government-funded agency, it conducts studies on Sweden's international reputation and supports communication strategies based on the studies' findings. The SI serves as the central analytical body within the Brand Sweden partnership. It coordinates among Swedish state organisations involved in international development. The result of this state-developed partnership approach to branding is that, while Sweden has a decentralised administrative structure, it retains the capability to project a single, coherent image internationally (OECD, 2025).

Sweden's brand management system employs diverse methods to coordinate efforts and leverage the contributions of multiple stakeholders. Team Sweden comprises Swedish public sector organisations, businesses, and government-funded research institutions that collaborate to promote Sweden's exports and attract foreign direct investment. Through this constellation of stakeholders, the Brand Sweden cooperative arrangement fosters a common national narrative that helps Sweden remain viewed as a trusted, attractive, and globally recognised nation (Team Sweden, n.d.). Visit Sweden promotes the country as a travel destination and shares knowledge with the tourism industry through a digital knowledge bank. In 2024, it applied for a trademark on the country name to prevent confusion with similarly named places.

The Swedish Institute manages the Sharing Sweden platform, which provides a formalised identity system that supports branding architecture and helps Swedish diplomatic missions and state agencies worldwide display Sweden's core values.

According to the Global Soft Power Index, Sweden ranks 12th for 2024 (Swedish Institute, 2025). Sweden saw significant declines in perceptions of its influence and in familiarity with Sweden between 2024 and 2023. According to Brand Finance (2024), despite declines compared to 2023, Sweden remains the highest-ranked Scandinavian country in soft power. Sweden has notable results on sustainability indicators, ranking 3rd in "sustainable cities and transport" and 3rd in "action to protect the environment". However, Sweden has dropped two places in International Relations (out of the top 10). Since Sweden's 2023 application for NATO membership, its long-standing neutrality has shifted toward an international perspective more closely aligned with Western ideologies, values, and military alliances.

To summarize, Sweden's branding strategy and architecture have established a unified position on the world stage, presenting the country as progressive. Sweden's reputation also serves as a strategic asset, creating competitive advantages in both economics and diplomacy (Anzera et al., 2019). Furthermore, Sweden's recent accession to NATO and its coordinated branding approach demonstrate the strength of unity and adaptability in shaping national identity.

Strategic Narrative Orientation: "Space to Grow"

Sweden has updated its nation branding strategy with the slogan "Sweden gives space to grow" (Sharing Sweden, 2025). This narrative emphasises Sweden not only as a place for business but also as a society at the forefront of the green transition, and defends democratic values 

By framing its national identity around the "Green Transition," Sweden successfully links its domestic environmental policies to its international brand (Simões & Erbach, 2024). This ensures the brand remains "authentic" because it directly reflects internal governance priorities. Traditionally, country-of-origin effects have linked national brands with specific products, such as Sweden with IKEA’s furniture. Here, Sweden positions itself not just as a source of products but as a creative laboratory for solving global challenges—exemplifying not just Swedish products but the Swedish way of problem-solving—across areas such as climate change and social inequality.

Competitive Positioning within the European Union

Sweden is an Innovation Leader, performing above the EU average in 2024, and it is one of the top-performing Member States in the European Union across all framework conditions, including human resources, the attractiveness of its research system, and digitalisation (European Commission, 2024). 

Sweden also uses its reputational capital to exert its "normative power" in EU legislative processes, particularly regarding the EU green deal and the new EU digital privacy standards (Svensson & Johansson, 2024, pp. 123-145). As a "model state", Sweden translates its domestic policy successes into diplomatic leverage, enabling it to influence the EU's regulatory framework (Aggestam et al., 2021). This illustrates how a developed governance model can translate branding to secure a leading position in a competitive regional field, and achieve influence through moral and technical authority rather than merely because of the size of the economy and/or population.V. Digital and Diplomatic Mediation

Sweden’s brand mediation is highly systematized through digital gateways like Sweden.se and the "Sharing Sweden" platform. These portals function as a "digital toolkit" for Sweden’s global network of embassies and consulates, providing standardized content that ensures narrative coherence across different geographic markets. Sweden’s diplomacy is heavily "value-based," utilizing its image as a humanitarian and environmental leader to mediate its international relations. This digital-diplomatic nexus allows Sweden to maintain a high level of "soft power" by ensuring that its national values are consistently projected through both official state channels and the activities of its global corporate champions (e.g., IKEA, Ericsson, Volvo), creating a powerful "halo effect" that reinforces the credibility of the Swedish state.

Digital and Diplomatic Mediation

Sweden will need to convert its strengths of being value-driven and innovative into practical examples in order to continue to build upon its competitive position in the European Union. Digital and diplomatic mediation presents the most important area to pursue to extend the influence of Sweden from policy frameworks, to allow it to proactively form views and connections in the global arena.

Sweden's brand mediation is highly systematic (Sweden 2024 Digital Decade Country Report, 2024), and several digital gateways support Sweden's global network of embassies and consulates, including Sweden.se and the "Sharing Sweden" portal. These digital gateways serve as a "digital toolbox" for the nation's global network of embassies and consulates and provide them with a standard way to communicate, thereby ensuring that narratives are consistent across different geographic markets (Communicating Sweden, n.d.).

Sweden's diplomacy is based on "values" (Simons, 2022). Sweden projects an image as a humanitarian and environmental leader to create a relationship structure based on values (European Commission, 2024c). The digital-diplomatic nexus supports Sweden's "soft power". The values of the Swedish state are communicated globally through all official state channels and the actions of the nation's global corporate champions (e.g., IKEA, Ericsson, Volvo) (Team Sweden Trade & Invest, n.d.). The end result is a strong "halo effect" that increases the credibility of the Swedish state.

The risk associated with this highly standardised way of communicating about a brand, however, is that over-reliance on a unifying message may create perceptions of inauthenticity or lack of nuance, which may limit Sweden's ability to communicate its story in ways that are sensitive to local context. Understanding branding limitations is necessary to preserve the flexibility and credibility of Sweden's global image and to continue benefiting from the "halo effect".

4.3.3 The Netherlands

The Netherlands demonstrates the Functional Interoperable Model in Cluster I. This is a detailed model for the interoperation of technology and innovation in different sectors. This model holds potential for the development of digital governance in various countries. The Netherlands' pragmatism, functional simplicity, and intersectoral consensus characterize the Functional Interoperable Model.

The Netherlands employs the Polder Model, a cooperative socio-economy involving government, employers, and labor unions (Jonker, 2014, pp. 88-89). The Polder model has been used to build intersectoral consensus (Sompel, 2023). Institutional trust in the Swedish and Dutch contexts is deeply rooted in their cultural practices, particularly in their collaborative management of common risks. This is the foundation of the Functional Interoperable Model.

The Netherlands had 17.94 million people as of 2024 (O'Neill, 2025). Country's strategic position as the "Gateway to Europe" and stability have enabled the establishment of a highly integrated logistics and digital governance system (OECD, 2024).

The Dutch administrative tradition is based on the Triple Helix approach, which involves close cooperation between government, industry, and academia (Geerling-Eiff et al., 2017; Health~Holland, 2024; Stam et al., 2016).  In the European Union, the Netherlands advocates innovation-based solutions to global challenges, focusing on the Circular Economy (Van Eijk, 2024), the Green Transition, and European regulatory frameworks and global governance models (European Commission, n.d.).

Within the institutional framework, the Netherlands uses nation branding as a policy instrument to shape its global image, built on strengths in governance (Hospers, 2015). The global image of the Netherlands is based on its strengths in the field of governance and the image of the country as a "global problem solver' (Van der Molen et al., 2019). This is in accordance with the institutional framework of the country in the field of governance, as described in the Netherlands Government Reference Architecture (NORA), which was formalized in 2008 as part of the country's early initiatives to develop a national policy and interoperability framework (The Netherlands | Interoperable Europe Portal, 2018). 

The Netherlands leads in sustainable logistics, high-tech agriculture, and innovative policies. It consistently ranks among the world's top innovators (WIPO, 2025; European Commission, 2024). Accountability in the public sector is a hallmark of the country (European Commission, 2022). Digitalization in the public sector contributes to its positive global image. Its current nation branding strategy is based on the philosophy of "Solving global challenges together." Nation branding embodies the functionality of the country's governance system. One guiding principle: performance builds trust, trust generates influence.

Governance Context and Institutional Capacity: The Polder Logic

Unlike the Swedish approach to devalued autonomy (Elander & Montin, 1990), the Dutch Polder Model makes the concept of decentralization (Cremers et al., 2017) a national competitive asset. Both Sweden and the Netherlands have well-established and strong state institutions in the field of decentralisation and enjoy a very strong international reputation for good governance. However, if we look closely, the Dutch model has some very distinct characteristics, which are based on a pragmatic approach to achieving national competitive advantage, as depicted by the Polder Model.

The Netherlands is a constitutional monarchy. This implies that the country has a monarch with limited powers, as outlined in the Constitution. It should, however, be noted that the powers of the King or Queen are very limited in the Netherlands. According to the Constitution, the ministers and not the King are responsible for what the Government does (Government of the Netherlands, 2024).

The national brand of the Netherlands is based on a strong three-tier administrative system, which includes the national government, 12 provinces, and 355 municipalities (Meijers & Stead, 2025). The European Union has now emerged as a new tier in the governance system of the Netherlands, which dictates the regulations to be adopted at the national level (Buitelaar et al., 2016, p. 22). According to an OECD study (2023), the Netherlands is in the second position out of 22 countries in the satisfaction of the population with the administration services. It is found that 79% of the population has confidence in the administration services (OECD, 2023).

Transparency and openness constitute another significant pillar of Dutch governance. Open government is based on the principle that citizens have the right to know what their government is doing and should have the opportunity to participate in the process of decision-making. In the recent past, tremendous progress has been achieved in the field of openness and transparency. The Dutch Open Government Act has been enacted, which has expanded the right to information and enhanced transparency within administrative institutions. In addition to that, since September 2022, decision notes that are linked to parliamentary documents have been made public. These notes offer citizens an overview of what is considered, what alternatives exist, what facts are relevant to the process of decision-making, and what risks are involved in the process of decision-making by the government. Since 2011, the Netherlands has been a member of the Open Government Partnership (OGP). As a member of this organisation, it has been preparing and implementing an Open Government Action Plan every two years. However, it should be noted that the latest Open Government Action Plan, valid from 2023–2027, now has a duration of four years, unlike the two-year duration of the previous plans. This will ensure a high level of continuity and sustainability in the engagement of stakeholders with this action plan and the OGP process in general. The Open Government Action Plan plays a role in promoting cooperation among government bodies, civil society bodies, and citizens in a bid to create an open government (Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, 2023).

Technical interoperability is an important aspect of the Netherlands’ institutional capacity, as highlighted by the European Commission (2024), which serves as the digital foundation for the country’s governance. This is supported by the Netherlands Government Reference Architecture (NORA), which helps the country create user-centric digital services such as DigiD (Van Wessel & Brouwer, 2023).  DigiD allows citizens to log into various government portals with a single ID. Additionally, the standardization of the exchange of data protocols has enabled the country to enhance the efficiency of its services. NORA is a set of architectural principles intended to enhance the level of interoperability, transparency, and security of exchanging data between various public sector organizations (ICTU, 2007). The level of digital integration enabled by NORA helps to build trust among the citizens of the country with their government through the development of efficient user-centric services such as the efficient delivery of services by the government of the Netherlands, an image that the country portrays as a technologically advanced system.

With the help of DigiD, the citizen can securely access all government portals, ranging from tax returns to local healthcare appointments, and log in once only. Dutch citizens logged in over 550 million times with DigiD in 2024, an increase of almost 15 percent compared to 2023 (NL Digital Government, 2025). The principle of data availability, as outlined by the NORA model, provides the basis for the concept of interoperability with e-health systems to guarantee the availability of precise information on the health status of individuals and facilitate the exchange of information between healthcare providers to enhance the quality and responsiveness of healthcare services. With a focus on the physical world, the NORA model provides a tangible benefit to Dutch citizens.

 Branding Governance Architecture: The "Open-Source" Model

The interchangeable use of the terms Holland, the Netherlands, and Dutch has caused confusion for a global audience. Which has, in turn, influenced the country’s global identity by obscuring the official national designation as the Kingdom of the Netherlands (Boffey, 2019). The Dutch government has adopted a new national branding strategy to clarify the country’s identity abroad and address decades of inconsistent naming conventions (Daniunaite, 2019). Traditionally, the country has been marketed internationally under the designation "Holland," accompanied by an orange tulip logo (Morgan, 2019). However, the designation "Holland" technically refers to two provinces of the country, necessitating the government’s decision to replace it with the official designation the Netherlands to establish a clear national image.

In 2020, the Netherlands concluded the rebranding process by launching the NL branding system - a comprehensive national visual identity (Netherlands Board of Tourism & Conventions, n.d.). The new logo features the traditional Dutch colour, orange, but replaces the tulip icon with the stylised letters "NL," standing for the country’s official designation  (Government of the Netherlands, 2020).

The Netherlands' nation branding governance is aligned with its overall institutional culture of cooperation. Dutch nation branding governance is characterised by a distributed governance structure that is coordinated by various key institutions. These institutions include the country’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Netherlands Enterprise Agency (RVO), the Netherlands Board of Tourism and Conventions (NBTC), and the NL Platform initiative. This is in line with the country’s overall tradition of consensus-based governance that is characterized by the “Polder Model" (Raven et al., 2019, p. 266), in which various stakeholders contribute to governance.

An integral part of this governance structure is the NL Platform, which is used as a communication platform to present the country internationally. This communication platform presents the country’s expertise and initiatives in multiple disciplines, such as climate change, water, food security, digitalization, and energy (NL Platform, n.d.). This communication structure presents the country as a collaborative actor that is capable of solving global challenges in an innovative manner (Maastricht University, 2024).. The guiding concept used in the branding process is captured in the following statement: “Solving global challenges together.”

This NL Platform manages the branding architecture, indicating a coordinated decentralisation model with scope for local adaptation while maintaining a national identity (New Dutch, 2024). Strategic leadership for the branding effort comes from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Netherlands Enterprise Agency (RVO), while local authorities, businesses, and other stakeholders are encouraged to employ the NL logo for their international activities.

Unlike the relatively centralised branding architecture of other countries, the Dutch branding system seems to be relatively open to accommodate the participation of a broad array of stakeholders. Stakeholder participation is an important element that influences the success of place branding strategies, since higher participation from the stakeholders leads to higher positive response towards the brand and ownership of the branding strategy (Ripoll González et al., 2025). Both public and private entities are invited to employ the branding for the international promotion of the Netherlands, as long as the activities undertaken by them are consistent with the national positioning strategy.

The Netherlands Board of Tourism and Conventions has been actively working to promote the modern international image of the Netherlands through several initiatives like the New Dutch campaign, which focuses on the Netherlands' contribution to technological innovation, sustainability, health, and cultural development (New Dutch Press Kit, 2025).

To become a part of the NL branding framework, organizations need to align their activities with the national positioning strategy that can be defined as “Solving global challenges together” (NL Branding, 2020). This form of branding creates a semi-open framework that allows the government to provide the strategic identity framework while the public and private sectors contribute to the communication and promotion of the nation brand. 

As per the Brand Finance Global Soft Power Index 2024, the Netherlands has secured the 14th position in the global ranking with a score of 58.2 in the overall soft power index, showing a rise of +4.5 points compared to 2023 results. The Netherlands has performed well in the overall soft power dimensions, including Business and Trade (7.6), International Relations (5.9), and Reputation (7.3). However, the Netherlands has shown moderate performance in certain dimensions, including Governance (5.5) and Sciende and Education (4.5). In the overall perception of the society, the Netherlands is always ranked with countries like Canada, Sweden, Norway, and the United Kingdom as the society most perceived in the international arena as being tolerant and inclusive (Brand Finance, 2024). 

To summarize, the branding governance structure in the Netherlands is marked by its network character, its interoperability, and its collaborative nature, in which several organizations work together to convey a shared narrative. The NL Platform, among other initiatives, seeks to create an image of the Netherlands as a pragmatic, innovative, and collaborative partner that is capable of tackling challenges in a globalized world. In the Dutch case,  nation branding functions as an extension of governance, where institutional performance and coordination directly shape international positioning.

Strategic Narrative Orientation: "Solving Global Challenges Together"

The Dutch strategic narrative represents a function-oriented brand identity that avoids sensational promotional practices. The key promise of the Dutch nation branding strategy is "Solving Global Challenges Together," which positions the Netherlands as a globally oriented hub. By placing its national identity in a problem-solving orientation, the Netherlands highlights its administrative history as part of its contemporary competitive advantage. This narrative orientation of the brand contributes to its authenticity by aligning with the Digitalisation Strategy of the Netherlands (Government of the Netherlands, 2018) and the domestic leadership of the country in the circular economy (Government of the Netherlands, 2016). The "brand" in this case represents the performance of the state in addressing complex social transitions.

Competitive Positioning within the European Union

In the European institutional framework, the Netherlands frames itself as a “Gateway to Europe” (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.) and a “Global Problem Solver." Its competitive advantage originates from its reputation development efforts in high-tech innovation and as a reliable business partner. The Netherlands ranked 8th worldwide in the Global Innovation Index 2024 (WIPO, 2024). The Netherlands utilizes its reputation for technological excellence to shape the European Union’s regulatory environment in key areas such as maritime logistics and agricultural technology. The Netherlands seeks to enhance its reputation as a gateway to European markets through its well-developed transportation infrastructure, including the Port of Rotterdam and Schiphol Airport, as well as its logistics infrastructure. Based on the Global Competitiveness Report 2015-2016, the country has secured the third-highest ranking in the world in the quality of its infrastructure, thus showing the strength of its transportation, energy, and communication infrastructure (World Economic Forum, 2015). The Port of Rotterdam Authority argues that since it is perceived to be of significant importance to the European economy, “when the port of Rotterdam is doing well, the European economy is doing well” (Port of Rotterdam Authority, 2024, p. 1). 

The competitive advantage enjoyed by the Netherlands is supported by a “sovereign reputation” for fiscal and administrative discipline (National Academy for Finance and Economics, 2025). 

Digital and Diplomatic Mediation
The digital mediation of the Dutch national image is based on a standardized framework of government communication (Government of the Netherlands, 2020). This includes the Rijksoverheid visual identity system and the dissemination of information through digital channels in order to create clarity and consistency. Rijksoverheid.nl is the central platform for the ministries of the Dutch national government, providing citizens with information on policies, legislation, and regulations. It expounds policy developments and legislation to citizens, businesses, and journalists, and offers information on a variety of topics related to the government (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.). The Rijksoverheid visual identity system provides the government with a visual representation, thereby promoting clarity, consistency, and understanding of the national image.

The Dutch government and collaborating entities apply the NL Platform to define its international positioning strategy, incorporating expertise in sectors like innovation, sustainability, water, and food. This includes the expertise of the nation in various sectors, such as innovation, sustainability, water, and food. This enhances the national image as a progressive force in international relations, based on cooperation and technological advancement.

The Netherlands has developed a comprehensive digitalisation strategy to enhance its digital economy, innovation, and position as a key digital economy in Europe (Government of the Netherlands, 2018).

With a standardized government communication system and a knowledge-oriented strategy, the national image meets the requirements of a technologically advanced nation.

Table 4 Comparative Synthesis of Governance and Nation Branding Models in Cluster I

	Dimension
	Estonia
	Sweden
	Netherlands
	Cluster I Insight

	Governance Logic
	Digital-first efficiency
	Normative welfare governance
	Consensus-based interoperability
	High-capacity governance systems generate trust-based legitimacy

	Institutional Driver
	Post-Soviet constraint-driven innovation
	Universal welfare state
	Collaborative Polder model
	Institutional design shapes governance outcomes

	Digitalisation Level
	Advanced integrated systems (X-Road)
	Moderate but supportive
	High interoperability (NORA DigiD)
	Digitalisation enhances but does not define governance

	Trust Mechanism
	Performance-based trust
	Institutional and social trust
	Consensus-driven trust
	Trust is institutionally produced rather than culturally assumed

	Branding Logic
	Function-driven branding
	Value-driven branding
	Problem-solving branding
	Branding emerges from governance substance

	Strategic Narrative
	Digital state
	e.g. sustainability and democracy
	Global problem solver
	Functional narratives dominate symbolic ones

	International Role
	Digital governance exporter
	Normative leader
	Regulatory and logistics hub
	Influence derived from governance quality not size

	Branding Architecture
	Centralised coordination
	Networked coordination
	Distributed coordination
	Different structures but coherent outcomes

	Key Strength
	Efficiency and innovation
	Legitimacy and values
	Coordination and adaptability
	Multiple pathways to high governance credibility

	Key Limitation
	Low global visibility
	Over-reliance on normative image
	Repetition and diffusion complexity
	Scaling and diffusion challenges across models


The comparison of Estonia, Sweden, and the Netherlands demonstrates that Cluster I is characterised by high-capacity governance systems in which institutional quality, rather than economic scale, serves as the primary driver of international reputation (Table 4). While the three cases differ in their operational logic—digital efficiency, normative legitimacy, and functional interoperability—they converge in their ability to translate governance performance into credible nation branding. This suggests that within Cluster I, branding is not constructed through communication strategies alone, but emerges from the institutional substance of governance systems.

4.4 Cluster II: Fragmented-Continental and Industrial Governance

Cluster II includes Germany, France, and Italy - large EU member states with complex coordination structures, corporatist traditions, and diversified industrial economies. All of the systems are based on the continental administrative traditions that distribute authority among many different institutional levels (Peters 2010; Hall and Soskice 2001).

Governance Logic:

All three nations operate via complex systems of governance. The German federal system is characterized by the distribution of power at various regional and sectoral levels. The French central administration has been centralized and has a strong tradition of ministerial coordination. Italian governance is a hybrid type, due to the influence of several institutional actors. In each case, governance is achieved through a process of coordination among established structural entities rather than through centralized control mechanisms.

Branding Implication:

In this model, country branding operates through a coordinated system shaped by industrial reputation, export capacity, and cultural capital. 

4.4.1 France

As one of the largest economies in the European Union, a founder of European integration processes, and a country with about 68 million inhabitants, France combines administrative weight, diplomatic influence, economic capacity, and demographic size (INSEE, 2024). It explains the choice of France as an interesting case in which country branding is a long-term project of centralized coordination of culture, diplomacy, economy, and national identity.

Historically, France is a perfect example of how governance capacity impacts branding capacity. The French state has seen external projection as the role of the state. It means that France is represented in the international community through the country's centralized and professionalized public administration and a large diplomatic network. French public administration is known to be a crucial institution in the building of the statehood of France (Rohr, n.d.). In this way, the depth of administrative capacities in France contributes to the possibility of the effective projection of the country's image.

Furthermore, the country's external image is associated with rich traditions of diplomacy and cultural policy. France's international reputation relies on its linguistic and cultural influence, heritage, luxury products, art, universal concepts such as the right to dignity and civic citizenship, and republican values. Such practices as cultural diplomacy were essential for France's influence projection. Thus, the Alliance Française, the Institute français, and other French cultural centers helped France to become a state with a permanent international presence (Institut français, n.d.; Mark, 2009).

However, modern France is not only associated with its rich cultural legacy. It is also presented as a country of opportunities and innovative changes. For instance, France actively promotes its modern image under the slogan "Make it Iconic. Choose France" emphasizing the potential of the country for entrepreneurship, investments, research, and educational development (Campus France, n.d.; Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, 2023). The country's image shifted from a symbolic one towards the hybrid, combining cultural heritage and economic modernization, ambition for innovation, and eco-friendly policies.

In addition, France presents itself not only as a national model but also as one of the pillars of the European project. It means that France emphasizes its commitment to such values as European sovereignty, strategic autonomy, multilateralism, climate action, and provision of global public goods (Howorth, 2017; Permanent Mission of France to the United Nations in New York, 2018). Therefore the nation branding of France can be described as having a dual identity – the one of national distinctiveness and a regional leader.

It is important to note that even being characterized by strong institutional capacity, France's strategic state-led approach to nation branding suffers from some weaknesses. Firstly, it should be said that despite administrative excellence, France has some problems with trustful engagement of stakeholders in the policymaking process (OECD, 2023). Secondly, sometimes the cultural and diplomatic influence of France is hindered by colonial memory and controversial views on its role in the world order (Ross, 2023). According to Duclos (2021), France's soft power has decreased in several sectors, including higher education and foreign students' attraction.

In conclusion, it can be stated that France represents a strategic state-led approach to country branding. It implies high capacity of institutional governance, the ability to use cultural and diplomatic tools to influence, centralized coordination, and linking national identity with economic and geopolitical strategy. The main challenge in this regard is the need to ensure that this centralized projection remains credible and adaptive to changing conditions.

The nation branding of France is based not on a communication strategy developed recently but the country's traditional policy of projection of international image through culture, diplomacy, and institutional coordination. Traditionally, France relied on cultural prestige, linguistic competence, and diplomacy in order to secure its position in the international system. It started with the formation of French networks of cultural and diplomatic influence and the spread of the French language throughout the world (Lane, n.d.; Institut français, n.d.). Thus, nation branding was a natural part of France's state policy.

Nonetheless, the contemporary political and socio-cultural landscape is more complex, and simply relying on the power of the country's symbolic resources is not enough. The rise of emerging economic powers, the growing need for competitiveness through innovations and advanced technologies, and changes in the media system require the revision of the concept of national image projection. French leaders realize it clearly; thus, they perceive international influence as a strategic field that integrates economic and cultural policy (Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, 2021). This situation transformed nation branding into an instrument for international influence.

It is visible in the promotion of the idea of the French "brand." The projects aimed at unification of the image of France include various campaigns, such as "Make it Iconic. Choose France." This modern vision of the national brand of France is associated with France as a creative country full of innovative ideas and economic opportunities. However, it is still based on the existing soft power assets. Therefore this change is not a rupture with the tradition of French diplomacy but rather an adaptation to current global conditions.

At the same time, nation branding in France can be analyzed through the lens of institutional model of governance. Being a centralized state with an active administrative system, France sees the country's image as a product of state-led coordinated public policy. The country's authorities take the initiative and responsibility for defining narratives and coordinating actors for branding. This situation contrasts with the nation branding in decentralized states, in which the national image emerges due to the work of multiple independent actors.

Therefore from an analytical point of view, France can be regarded as a case of integrated nation branding in which traditional symbolic resources are combined with modern instruments of policy to maintain international prestige.

Governance Context and Institutional Capacity 

The governance system in France has a basis in the tradition of a strong, centralized state institutionalized via the constitutional framework of the Fifth Republic. In particular, the Constitution of 1958 sought to stabilize the political system and enhance the powers of the executive branch, especially those pertaining to the president as a guarantor of institutional continuity and strategic guidance (Élysée, n.d.). This approach ensures that decision-making authority is concentrated at the national level, allowing the state to establish its priorities and coordinate policymaking across various sectors. Despite some decentralization, this approach allows for strategic orientation at the national level since regional and local authorities operate as parts of the hierarchy in which the central state maintains control over the strategic vector (Michele & Un, 2023).

Functionally, this approach relies on an elaborate and coordinated administrative mechanism rather than fragmentation. The governance process in France has been referred to as "governance with government" as it involves numerous participants but is guided by the state that determines the outcome (Pinson, 2017). This reflects French traditions of standardization and steering, as opposed to regulation, which means that the state steers other social sectors such as economy and society. Various mechanisms including interministerial coordination, policy making, and communication allow for consistency in coordinating internal and external actions. The fact that there is codified state identity, shown in standardized symbols and communication rules, illustrates the ability of the state to control representation (Government of France, 2024).

Additionally, this process operates within a multi-level governance environment caused by the country's membership in the European Union. Thus, the state should adjust its internal mechanisms to meet the needs of external coordination (Cole & Drake, 2000). Instead of undermining state authority, this process emphasizes the significance of coordination at the national level when dealing with external challenges. As a result, the current governance system represents centralized coordination within a multi-level governance environment, as it combines multiple governance layers integrated into one by the state.

Overall, this approach leads to a state-centric and coordinated governance structure, which implies centralized governance complemented by decentralized mechanisms. This approach facilitates long-term strategic planning and effective international position, as it promotes consistency in policy alignment and strategic direction. This system has deep historical roots as it is based on France's diplomatic tradition in which the state serves as a key actor responsible for connecting domestic governance and international projection (Zeller, 1961; Martin, n.d.).

The described governance structure has several implications for nation branding. In particular, the capability of France to set priorities, coordinate various stakeholders, and ensure the use of standardized communication tools makes the country able to project a consistent national brand. In this case, nation branding becomes a part of larger state strategies in which economic, diplomatic, and cultural policies become integral to each other. However, this advantage also entails some limitations. Despite the high levels of administrative capacity, indicators suggest low trust and stakeholder engagement among the general population (OECD, 2023).

Branding Governance Architecture 

In relation to nation branding, France utilizes a state-centered, centrally-governed structure that corresponds with a general administrative culture in the country. The strategy, conception, and management of the "marque France" are conducted at the national level and in line with decisions made at that level on the representation of the country in international space. In essence, this represents a deliberate choice made in order to ensure coherence in external projection efforts rather than institutional inertia. Within this setting, nation branding can be seen as an extension of national politics.

Specifically, operationalization is conducted via cooperation between public authorities, which involves the use of the Service d'Information du Gouvernement (SIG), working alongside the Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs and other agencies like Business France and Atout France, dealing with economic attractiveness, tourism, and diplomacy. Overall, all these institutions act collectively and coordinate efforts aimed at implementing state policies through branding. Development of a single unified framework of branding, in which all aspects are integrated and coordinated, demonstrates institutionalization of nation branding as a tool of state policy (de la Bourdonnaye, 2024). In turn, this process relies on standardizing branding rules related to communication and identity in terms of consistent messages and visual images (Government of France, 2024).

At the same time, the coordination in question is formalized and centralized, involving inter-ministerial communication and division of labor. As a result, coherence is guaranteed by means of structurally organized alignment rather than interaction between decentralized entities. This pattern is reflected in the structure of branding as well since the brand operates as an overarching framework incorporating several sub-brands such as "Choose France," "Taste France," and "Explore France" and relying on a shared core of messages (de la Bourdonnaye, 2024; Campus France, n.d.). As a consequence, differentiation in individual sectors is ensured without fragmentation of the whole brand identity. Finally, the brand can also be exported to other countries through the work done within diplomatic structures, thus translating policies abroad.

As part of this setup, the private sector plays the role of complementing activities conducted in the context of nation branding but does not participate in setting priorities or designing policies. In particular, firms, cultural organizations, and public-private partnerships promote and disseminate state-sponsored branding campaigns, yet they do not develop strategies (de la Bourdonnaye, 2024). Examples include initiatives like "Make it Iconic. Choose France," which represent attempts to extend the reach of branding beyond national borders, yet in the same way (de la Bourdonnaye, 2024).

Consequently, in terms of effectiveness, this type of architecture ensures coherence and effective coordination while reducing fragmentation and fragmentation. Overall, this setup allows for promoting a united national brand identity, which proves helpful for maintaining consistency in external communication. However, the structure also comes with a number of structural limitations that may prove problematic in some cases. In particular, central control can prevent adaptation and innovation when needed. Moreover, a formally structured system of coordination may not contribute to timely reaction to emerging issues.

Overall, the described architecture demonstrates a state-centered approach to organizing nation branding efforts. In this case, institutional capacity guarantees necessary alignment of messages, policies, and activities. On the one hand, the approach ensures clarity and coherence. On the other hand, it also presents certain challenges for implementation in an increasingly decentralized digital world.

Strategic Narrative Orientation 


In relation to nation branding, the strategic narrative used by France appears as a deliberate change in the country's international identity. In particular, it represents a redefinition of the French identity from heritage to futurism and competitiveness, preserving the symbolic capital that the country had gained historically. According to the contemporary narrative, France should not only be regarded as a country embodying culture and traditions but as a vibrant actor capable of innovation and global relevance. Thus, concepts such as audacity and creativity have been employed in order to re-imagine France as a cultural reference but also an economic and technological player on the international stage (de la Bourdonnaye, 2024; Campus France, n.d.).

Such strategic narrative is defined by the integration of several spheres, ranging from traditional ones, such as food, culture, and arts de vivre, to innovative ones, like research, business, environmental issues, and innovations. Official communication puts forward such notions as excellence, humanism, inclusivity, and openness in the contexts of economic development, education, and international cooperation (Campus France, n.d.). This reflects an attempt to adapt the country's image to global priorities related to the growth of knowledge-based economy and sustainable development.

Therefore the emergence of the contemporary narrative means the movement from symbolic domination to diversity of influence in the international arena. The country had historically relied upon the power of culture, symbolism, and even luxury as the core sources of its international prestige. However, their effectiveness limited French capacity to act and appear relevant in other spheres. Modern efforts to expand the scope of this brand imply the need for the transition. For example, the initiative known as "Taste France" attempts to break free from the image of French cuisine being elite and exclusive by emphasizing its versatility (Le Figaro, 2020). The initiative called "Choose France" implies not only the maintenance of good reputation but active positioning in international competition as well (Campus France, n.d.). These changes can be interpreted as a recognition of the fact that France cannot rely solely on cultural capital anymore.

At the same time, one should note the high degree of alignment between this narrative and policy orientation. In particular, the focus on innovation, research, and talent attraction implies actual state priorities, namely the promotion of research and development and attraction of foreign students and investors (Campus France, n.d.). Sustainability and inclusiveness, which are also highlighted, reflect both national and European agenda. However, some contradictions still exist, since open and inclusive communication coexists with certain stereotypes about luxury products and tourism.

Analytically speaking, one can claim that France's strategic narrative represents a mixed pattern, including symbolic, functional, and normative dimensions. Thus, the former is provided by cultural identity and historical legacy. The latter, on the other hand, becomes evident from the emphasis on economic success, competitiveness, and innovativeness. As for normative dimension, it implies the importance of such universal values as humanism, international cooperation, and global responsibility based on the tradition of French diplomacy (Lane, n.d.). Such construction of strategic narrative allows for stability and flexibility at once.

Thus, one could say that France creates an image of a nation that preserves its tradition and transforms in the context of modern international relations.

Competitive Positioning within the European Union 

In terms of competitive positioning within the EU, France can be considered a country striving for the exercise of both strategic and normative leadership. As opposed to passive peripheral member states, France seeks to influence both the general direction of European integration and its underlying principles. Such a competitive positioning is based on the institutional, political, and historical capacities of the country within the context of building the project of European integration. In any case, French external actions emphasize the importance of projecting national influence at a European scale with the emphasis on sovereignty, multilateralism, and strategic autonomy (Macron, 2017).

France possesses several important competitive advantages that stem from its institutional, economic, and symbolic capacity. The country combines an economy characterized by diverse sectors with significant institutional and symbolic capacity. Its economy includes a developed manufacturing industry, a relatively large share of services, and innovation systems backed up by a continuous influx of government investments into scientific research (OECD, 2023; Campus France, n.d.). Therefore in comparison with cheap labor, France relies on the ability to compete in quality, innovative capacity, and regulatory influence in its European positioning. Its administrative traditions and strong influence on European institutions are also conducive to playing a major role in setting European standards for environmental regulation, digital governance, and industrial policy. Finally, the cultural and linguistic capacities of France help to reinforce its position within European institutions.

In terms of its role within the economic architecture of the European Union, France is positioned as an innovation-driven economy as opposed to an export platform. It seeks to attract investment, talent, and scientific and technological initiatives to establish itself as a hub within the European market. Campaigns such as "Choose France" illustrate such positioning by emphasizing the country's position as a leader of the European economy (Campus France, n.d.). The initiative helps the country to establish itself as one of the leading countries in the creation of innovation ecosystems.

With regard to its competitive positioning with respect to other member states, France can be described as striving for a combination of leadership, partnership, and mediation. First, France coordinates its actions closely with other major members of the Union, namely Germany. Second, France seeks to mediate between different national interests within the European Union. Such a positioning implies a balance between integration and autonomy based on the concept of "European sovereignty" (Macron, 2017).

As far as the branding is concerned, France presents itself as an active contributor to shaping the future of the European Union. On the one hand, France emphasizes economic strength and dynamism. On the other hand, France presents itself as a leader in promoting various values, such as the protection of human rights, sustainability, and multilateral cooperation. Such a positioning emphasizes France's contribution to European leadership and integration.

At the same time, such a competitive positioning is constrained by certain structural factors. In particular, the heterogeneous nature of the economic models within the EU limits the scope of France's influence. Also, the need to pursue integration means limiting the ability of France to steer European developments. Finally, various studies highlight the impact of structural factors on the traditional sources of French influence (Ross, 2023).

Thus, the competitive positioning of France within the European Union can be characterized as a form of leadership exercised through the combination of economic capacity and normative leadership. The nation-branding strategy reinforces such positioning through the focus on French leadership within the European integration process.

Digital and Diplomatic Mediation


The system of international representation in France is based on a mediation approach embedded in a state-centric governance model which combines centralized strategic planning with decentralized implementation across the globe. Such a structure reflects the broader pattern of governance in the country as it consists of national-level priority setting combined with implementation via a complex network of diplomatic relationships and institutions. As a result, nation branding becomes inseparable from the activities of foreign policy, cultural diplomacy, and economic policy.

When seen from a governance standpoint, the French system of international projection relies heavily on central coordination while maintaining decentralization in terms of implementation. Central coordination is represented by the Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs alongside other structures responsible for communication. At the same time, implementation involves such entities as embassies, governmental agencies, and sector-specific structures. Campaigns like "Make it Iconic. Choose France" illustrate this system; they are designed centrally and then implemented internationally through localized versions of campaigns (Campus France, n.d.). This shows the transition from promotion events to continuous international positioning.

One of the most significant shifts in the recent years relates to the use of digital infrastructure. In the French system of international projection, digital channels serve not only for dissemination but also as a means of reaching out to certain segments of audiences in a strategic manner. Communication is coordinated via official websites, social networks, and other web resources, allowing for achieving widespread coverage without compromising consistency of messages. Visual standards are expanded into the digital realm, providing increased visibility (Government of France, 2024). However, the digital infrastructure is still somewhat fragmented by sector (tourism, investment, culture, etc.).

The diplomatic mechanisms are crucial elements of France's mediation capacity. France enjoys a wide range of global diplomatic resources ranging from embassies to the Institut Français and Alliances Françaises, alongside institutions like Campus France. These organizations ensure strategic coherence of messages at an international level by translating central narratives into local implementations (Lane, n.d.; S4D4C, n.d.). This creates additional strategic advantages due to the historical character of French diplomatic presence worldwide. Scientific diplomacy further enhances this reach through research and academic cooperation.

The mode of international projection in France includes multiple facets of institutional prestige, economic efficiency, strategic narrative construction, and private involvement in promotion. Apart from communication efforts, the international representation of France relies on tangible achievements, such as innovativeness, investment attractiveness, and cultural output. Values-oriented narratives such as humanism, innovation, and openness give coherence to the image created, while private parties act as a multiplier of the image designed by the state.

It is important to stress that the French model of international projection is distinguished by the combination of historical heritage and strategic coordination. The country relies on well-established networks of cultural and diplomatic relations but adapts its instruments for today's world.

Nevertheless, this approach also suffers from structural drawbacks in the form of reduced flexibility of centralized coordination and possible segmentation by sector.

To conclude, France demonstrates a sophisticated system of digital and diplomatic mediation that includes high levels of institutionalization and coordination.

4.4.2 Germany


Cluster II includes Germany, an example of the Institutional Reliability Model, in which the country's reputation depends mainly on the long-term performance of political and economic institutions rather than on nation branding efforts (Schwan, 2021). In this model, credibility, stability, and consistency are the key factors that form an external image. Therefore Germany is an exemplary country whose image is formed through the work of political institutions and economic structures rather than any branding campaigns.

As opposed to nations that employ nation branding campaigns, Germany does not rely heavily on a coherent strategic message about its values, achievements, or history. Instead of creating an international image through consistent marketing efforts, it evolves naturally through the long-term performance of political institutions, economic structures, and diplomacy. In other words, Germany has its own nation branding model based on the reliability of governance, stability, and continuity of policies (Schwan, 2021).

The geographical position of Germany is another distinguishing feature. As a part of Central Europe, it borders nine countries, making it one of the structurally significant nations in Europe (Münter, 2025). Historically, this geopolitical position contributed to its ability to connect European states in their relationships, which explains why Germany became one of the founding members of the European Union (European Union, n.d.).

According to the official estimates, the total number of people living in Germany as of 2024 was around 83.6 million (Statista Research Department, 2025), which makes it the largest nation in the European Union (European Union, n.d.). Additionally, the country has a significant economic presence due to its contribution to the GDP of the European Union. However, despite the importance of its geopolitical position, the international image of Germany has more to do with the structure of its government.

Germany is one of the few nations in the world with a federal parliamentary democratic republic structure, which implies decentralized decision-making and distributed authority between various governance actors. According to the Federal Republic of Germany, the country is a federative structure consisting of sixteen Länder (states) and three city-states, each of which has considerable authority (Federal Republic of Germany, n.d.). Thus, in addition to the federal government, the country consists of various political units that have some degree of autonomy.

Unlike centralized nation branding campaigns, the nation branding strategy of Germany does not have a clear strategic vision because there is no common communication strategy in place. Due to the fragmented communication channels between governance actors, the nation branding strategy of Germany can only exist as a concept, which makes it impossible to implement systematic branding campaigns (Schwan, 2021).

Consequently, the nation brand of Germany is formed organically through the long-term performance of various governance actors in the country. For instance, its economic success, active diplomatic activities, and participation in international organizations help to build a positive image. Therefore the international image of Germany relies on its federal structure, economic model, and role in the European Union.

Governance Context and Institutional Capacity 

The brand of Germany is highly intertwined with its governance context and institutional capacities. The international image of the country is not formed through promotion activities but rather determined by political authority arrangements, economic processes, and institutional efficiency.

As a federal parliamentary republic, Germany features a division of powers between the federal authorities and the 16 constituent Länder, which have their own constitutions, parliaments, and governing structures, especially those related to areas such as education, cultural affairs, and regional development (Muenter, 2025; European Union, n.d.). Hence, Germany's governance context implies the existence of a multi-level system with shared power and constant institutional cooperation. Even though it increases complexity, it also promotes continuity, participation, and stability. Consequently, the political system of Germany is based on rule-based governance, and there is an emphasis on incremental change, which makes it predictable and reliable.

Economic system is grounded on the concept of the social market economy involving a developed industrial sector and export-oriented production. Germany remains one of the largest economies in the European Union due to such factors as high productivity rates, highly skilled labor force, and effective regulation systems (European Union, n.d.). The attractiveness of the country from the point of view of investment opportunities is based mostly on stability, infrastructure, and efficient regulation.

In Germany, institutional capacity involvesEffective administration, policy consistency, and the existence of an efficient legislative system regulated by the Basic Law (Tatsachen über Deutschland, 2025). There are multiple actors involved in the process of governing at different levels, and they operate under a cooperative model of federalism implying constant responsibilities distribution and coordination. Despite possible delays in decision-making processes, such an approach positively affects long-term policies and promotes consensus-building.

Furthermore, the country's membership in the European Union adds more to this process since Germany was among its founding members and has a significant impact on EU policymaking and legislation (Bundestag, n.d.). It is worth mentioning that effective national-level coordination is essential for the implementation of common strategies and achieving consistency. Participation in the EU policymaking procedures positively influences the international image of Germany as well.

In conclusion, Germany's governance context is characterized by specific branding capacity. On the one hand, a decentralized system reduces opportunities to control the national image; on the other hand, efficient institutional performance creates high levels of credibility. Therefore it can be claimed that German reputation is determined not by promotion efforts but by effective governance with reliability and predictability serving as key branding assets.

Branding Governance Architecture 

Germany's national branding architecture is indicative of the features characterizing its political system: federal, multilevel, and coordination-based rather than orchestrated. Thus, the branding strategy does not constitute an independent policy field and operates as an integral component of wider governance and foreign policy frameworks.

Brand management in Germany represents a decentralized process characterized by weak central coordination and the absence of a specific organization in charge of overseeing the national international image. Communication activities are divided among different ministries and federal bodies and Länder reflecting the distribution of authority in Germany's federal political system (European Union, n.d.; Muenter, 2025). As per Schwan (2021), this implies the absence of a consistent international communication strategy implying that nation branding does not represent a formally institutionalized function.

Thus, Germany's external image is created and shaped by a wide range of players operating in multiple governance contexts. On the one hand, the Federal Foreign Office takes the leading role in Germany's diplomatic communication activities, while the Federal Government is engaged in defining general policy orientations related to international and European issues (Federal Government of Germany, n.d.). On the other hand, sectoral ministries engage in external communication on the basis of their mandates, while the Permanent Representation to the EU helps to build Germany's position within European governance systems. Finally, each of the Länder has its own offices in Brussels and abroad helping the regional governments promote the region's interests and engage in direct international interaction.

Thus, in the system under discussion, Germany's brand is created by a wide array of organizations rather than being designed through some top-down branding strategy. Meanwhile, coordination in the system at hand is defined by certain rules but lacks a specific focus on branding. Specifically, the system includes interministerial coordination mechanisms and EU-related bodies aimed at building consensus on policies but not on crafting the country's international narrative (Federal Government of Germany, n.d.).

In turn, this implies that branding in Germany is represented by a distributed activity lacking an institutional structure for managing the country's international image across different sectors. Meanwhile, the German state plays a central but non-exclusive role in brand creation. Namely, public institutions are engaged in projecting Germany's image through diplomatic, economic, and development activities, while the absence of a coordinated nation branding strategy opens opportunities for non-state actors (including businesses, regions, cultural institutions) to contribute to the formation of Germany's external image.

As argued by Zöllner (2017), national images are built through complex and sometimes contradictive stories making it impossible to manage them from the center. In this regard, the current situation in Germany can be interpreted as representing an opportunity for forming a distributed national image based on performance of German businesses, cultural activities, and international cooperation.

The main feature of the system is fragmentation since the lack of centralization restricts opportunities for projecting an effective international image. As noted by Schwan (2021), the absence of alignment between the key stakeholders involved hampers Germany's efforts to realize its international communicational potential. At the same time, this fragmentation represents a double-edged phenomenon because, while it negatively impacts the strategic coherence, it contributes to the overall credibility and authenticity of Germany's international image.


 Strategic Narrative Orientation 
The strategy for Germany differs substantially from typical models of nation-branded states in that it does not rely on a distinct storyline presented by policymakers. Rather, Germany portrays its national image through consistent signals arising from governance practices, economic achievements, and international policy. Consequently, its strategic narrative takes on a less manufactured and more organic character by focusing on actual actions of the state.

First of all, German external image reflects characteristics of reliability and stability. It can be argued that the state reliably produces predictable results in terms of institutions and international politics. Such an image is not the result of slogans or campaigns, but instead relies on the state's overall performance. Simultaneously, its economic power and high level of technical expertise ensure its image of efficiency and high-quality products and services. International image of Germany depends on rational policymaking and consistent economic performance (Schwan, 2021).

In turn, this strategic narrative includes several key dimensions which remain consistent and are demonstrated through actions rather than a cohesive strategy. Namely, Germany is viewed as the leading producer of advanced manufacturing products and as a country of engineering and reliable exports. At the same time, its institutional stability and governance through rules ensure its image of reliability. Social market economy contributes to its image of balancing efficiency and social security. Finally, Germany positions itself as a state promoting cooperation and multilateralism as well as being committed to Europe and international responsibility (Federal Government of Germany, n.d.; Bundestag, n.d.). All these characteristics operate in reinforcing fashion and do not form the narrative per se.

The strategy used by Germany in relation to its image has significantly evolved over time. Given its past, specifically related to the Second World War period, the country's external image is increasingly shifting to a modern one associated with democratic stability, successful economies, and international responsibility. This evolution did not take place as a part of any particular campaigns, but was caused by broader trends in politics, society, and economics. As suggested by Zöllner (2017), change in Germany's image was associated with its response to international events, increased global interactions, and changes in leadership.

An important aspect of Germany's strategy lies in the tight relationship between its image and its governance practices. In essence, Germany's external image corresponds well with how it acts institutionally, showing very little disconnect between the two. Emphasis made on multilateralism can be observed through deep involvement of the state in the EU, while its economic power is explained by its place in the European economy (European Union, n.d.). In other words, there is no explicit creation of narratives by the state in question, instead relying on actions taken over a period of time.

Strategically, Germany's national image can be evaluated as predominantly functional, supplemented with the normative element. First of all, it can be regarded as functional due to its foundation on measurable factors, such as economic performance and good governance. However, at the same time, its orientation towards cooperation, stability, and international responsibility makes it a normative aspect of German strategic narrative. Finally, it should be noted that it lacks the symbolic element significantly due to lack of reliance on cultural imagery and identity-based storytelling.

In general, Germany's case suggests that the strategy for shaping its strategic narrative is focused on systemic signaling. Namely, it involves communicating the state's national identity through performance and consistency of action.

Competitive Positioning within the European Union 

Germany has a competitive position within the European Union not only because of being a big member country, but also as a system-shaping player whose impact is based on economic strength, institutional capacity, and political coordination. Thus, its competitive position is not characterized by niche specialization, but, rather, is driven by its importance in shaping and stabilizing the European Union system.

Germany can be defined as a structural leader in a multilateral context. Being a founder and one of the most economically strong members of the European Union, it has always played a prominent role in setting EU policies and creating and sustaining EU institutions (Bundestag, n.d.; European Union, n.d.). Yet, its leadership was never unilateral. Instead, Germany was always involved in collective decisions, negotiations, and consensus-building, thus playing a role of a cooperative leader (Federal Government of Germany, n.d.). In such a way, it often served as a mediator between different groups of members.

Germany enjoys numerous mutually reinforcing structural advantages that strengthen its competitive position. First of all, the country has a strong and efficient economy making it the key engine of the Union, its well-developed industrial capacity making it a pivotal point in global and European value chains. Second, Germany benefits from the high level of its institutional and regulatory capacity making it able to efficiently participate in EU legislation process. Third, it enjoys its geographic location allowing it to act as an important logistical point for EU economy, while the sustainable investment in its human capital and innovations secures its long-term competitive position.

In terms of EU economy, Germany acts as the main engine and manufacturing and exporting center of Europe, which, at the same time, is tightly interconnected in supply chains with many of the other member states. Moreover, as a fiscally powerful country, Germany can act as a central pillar in times of crisis and help in stabilizing its economy, while its coordinated market economy allows it to influence European Union industrial, trade, and regulatory policies.

Germany's approach to other members can be defined as complementary. In this regard, it seeks to integrate smaller countries into its productive network, mediate between different countries' interests and engage in selective competition in a collaborative environment. The most prominent example of this kind of cooperation is cooperation with France, which acts as a crucial element of European integration requiring permanent negotiations. Moreover, Germany actively builds economic relationships with the countries of Central and Eastern Europe.

With regards to its positioning and branding, Germany seeks to present itself as a stabilizing factor in the European Union and, hence, implicitly aims to become a recognized leader. Its positioning strategy is aimed at securing its role of a reliable leader supporting the stability, predictability, and coordinated performance of EU system. Moreover, its main positioning elements relate to its stability, its willingness to support the system, its commitment to integration, and its strong institutional capacity. Branding strategies are mostly absent in its case, while its brand image is formed due to its actions.

Digital and Diplomatic Mediation 

Germany is projected into the international arena via a network of digital, diplomatic, cultural, economic, and regional actors. The model of mediation employed by Germany involves a series of contacts, communications, exchanges, and visibility, but it does not involve a centrally coordinated campaign of any kind. In this sense, the international image of Germany is both gradual and credible.

The logic of governance behind this system is also distributed and is reflective of the broader German constitutional reality where power and authority are divided among various federal, regional, and local levels (Münter, 2025). Unlike some other countries, Germany does not have a unifying national brand or a common brand voice. Instead, the image of Germany is built by a variety of actors communicating various aspects of the country. Thus, the emphasis here is made on sustained interaction with other states and institutions rather than on campaign-style efforts. While initiatives like Germany – Land of Ideas exist, the reputation of Germany is largely built via sustained institutional interactions, proving the point that the national brand is built through experience and reliability rather than via any type of propaganda.

An example of this mediation process is found in Germany's digital presence. Germany uses its own official websites, including deutschland.de and Facts about Germany, as well as a website dedicated to political, social, cultural, and economic aspects of the country. The latter is operated by Fazit Communication GmbH specifically on behalf of the Federal Foreign Office and is used to project the image of Germany internationally (Fazit Communication GmbH, 2026). However, Germany is not completely consolidated online, with the federal ministries, Länder, various tourism organizations, foreign investment promotion services, educational and cultural institutions all having their own channels. Rather than creating a centralized brand-building website, Germany uses a series of channels, thus projecting itself as a democratic, industrious, innovative, and internationally active country.

The backbone of Germany's ability to mediate is formed by a set of diplomatic and institutional networks. The Foreign Office of the country and its embassies serve as the main diplomatic and communication channels, while the Permanent Representation to the EU is the link between national and EU governance (Federal Government of Germany, n.d.). The role of cultural and academic diplomacy also plays a crucial part in shaping the image of Germany; Goethe-Institut, DAAD, and Alexander von Humboldt Foundation are examples of actors contributing to Germany's projection through language, academic, and other exchanges. In addition to promoting Germany, these institutions create a sustainable network of relationships based on credibility and stability. Finally, economic diplomacy adds to this model through Germany Trade & Invest and German Chambers of Commerce, who promote the country as a good business environment and an industrial partner.

Germany's projection of itself is primarily focused on performance. The country presents itself through its stable political system, predictable legal environment, powerful economy, cultural and academic exchange, and participation in multilateral forums. The reputation built in the private sector, especially via "Made in Germany," also contributes to projecting a stable, reliable nation. In this process, while the state plays an important role in creating this image, other actors, including companies, universities, research institutions, and others take part. As argued by Zöllner (2017), a national image is always created through socially embedded processes beyond the control of any centralized branding strategy.

A major feature of Germany's mediation process is that it involves institutions rather than promotion. Thus, projecting itself internationally involves institutional performance and partnership and relies heavily on the credibility of the country's institutions and its ability to perform politically and economically. Therefore the result is a high reputation for reliability, although there is an element of fragmentation caused by this aspect. The lack of central coordination limits the possibility of building a united story; at the same time, however, it increases the authenticity of the country's international projection, as Germany is presented more as it performs rather than as it is.

Thus, one may describe Germany's mediation system as one where institutions communicate before slogans are even mentioned.

In turn, Cluster II describes a system characterized by high levels of governance capacity and strong but structurally misaligned nation branding outcomes. The three cases – Italy, France, and Germany – are all characterized by a highly developed national image which is powerful but poorly coordinated across the mechanisms shaping its development and dissemination. Thus, in Italy, the nation brand results from the powerful cultural-industrial symbolic capital, while in France it emanates from state-level coordination and coherence, and in Germany, from institutional effectiveness. Nevertheless, in all three cases, the processes of branding are characterized by at least partial disjunction among these mechanisms. The comparative patterns identified above are summarized in Table 5, which highlights how different governance configurations shape distinct but structurally misaligned nation branding outcomes across Cluster II cases.
Table 5 Comparative Governance–Branding Alignment in Cluster II

	Country
	Governance Mode
	Branding Driver
	Strength
	Structural Misalignment
	Outcome

	Italy
	Polycentric / fragmented
	Symbolic capital (culture, Made in Italy)
	High visibility
	Weak coordination
	Strong image, weak control

	France
	Centralized / state-led
	Institutional coordination
	High coherence
	Credibility tension
	Strong strategy, partial legitimacy

	Germany
	Federal / distributed
	Institutional performance
	High credibility
	Weak narrative integration
	Strong trust, weak articulation


This comparison reveals that the variance in branding outcomes stems not from the presence or absence of governance capacity, but rather from the mediating role played by governance structures in linking identity, coordination, and projection. While robust symbolic capital allows Italy to maintain extremely high levels of global visibility at the cost of undermining strategic control and manipulation, France manages to ensure both internal coherence and clarity in its narrative due to centralized governance structures, but suffers from credibility problems and internal alignment. Meanwhile, Germany achieves impressive levels of trust and reputation, but does not have a consistent narrative and lacks visibility.

Thus, it is clear that the effectiveness of branding efforts cannot be achieved with merely the presence of high governance capacity. Rather, its effectiveness is contingent upon the extent of its integration and synchronization with branding mechanisms. In the described cluster such disjunctions create significant obstacles to branding success, but they stem not from any transitional nature of governance structures, unlike in Cluster IV, but from the poor fit of governance mechanisms with branding mechanisms.
4.4.3 Italy

Italy represents a strong, culturally and historically rooted nation brand in Cluster II . In addition to being a parliamentary republic with a bicameral legislature and regions having their own autonomy, Italy has an extremely complex multi-level governance system (European Union, n.d.), dividing power at both national and sub-national levels.

Italy is a member of the EU and has played an important role in European integration since the Rome Treaties signed in 1957 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, n.d.). The population of Italy is around 58.9 million, making Italy one of the most economically strong countries in Europe (World Bank, 2024). 

Competitive Identity of Italy is derived from "Beauty" by Maurizio Di Robilant. He describes beauty as something that goes beyond aesthetics to include all aspects of a cultural system, including care, handcrafted processes, and attention to detail (Newest Corp., 2022). Beauty is not just a concept; it exists in the way Italy produces. The country's production systems, its rich cultural heritage, and daily economic activities are all tied together by their focus on beauty (di Robilant, 2015). Italian identity has evolved and is regionally specific. Italian identity is a product of history and varies greatly depending on geographical location. Italy's diversity of cultures and local traditions has contributed to a Polycentric Structure (Natale, 2012); as such, the country can be viewed as a cultural-industrial Heritage model. Therefore branding capacity develops out of the interplay between symbolic capital built over time and territorially located production systems. The symbolic capital developed is comprised of assets related to Culture (i.e., heritage, design, lifestyle, etc.) that are linked to the productive structures of a territory through networks of specialized companies and clusters.

This leads to the creation of supra-brands (such as 'Made in Italy') that add value to individual company brands by creating common national associations with regard to quality and authenticity (Busacca, 2013) for all branded products. Companies continually support these associations via communication campaigns focused on heritage (Sacco & Conz, 2023). Thus, reputation at a national level is maintained not just through governmental actions, but through ongoing global distribution of high added-value products.

Thus, what makes Italy an interesting analytical case is how there exists a direct relationship between governance and reputation. Although institutions are often fragmented within Italy; the cultural and industrial identities remain relatively coherent. For this reason, branding capacity is able to compensate for some of the structural weaknesses created by inadequate institutional management; enabling Italy to continue to enjoy a good global reputation even if its institution performance does not reflect its overall national reputation. There exist empirical examples that illustrate this gap. According to Rome Business School (2023) Italy scores high when evaluating cultural influence and global reputation, but low in evaluation metrics measuring business climate, bureaucracy and access to financing. Additionally, international perception is heavily weighted towards evaluations based upon cultural impact, tourism and lifestyle, while perceptions regarding government effectiveness and economic credibility are far less favorable (Ipsos, 2021; Colucci, 2011; Skipper, 2011).

Thus, Italian nation brand is not facing a visibility problem. Italy has a high level of awareness globally for its cultural, historical dimensions. However lack or coordination to create integrated nation brand strategy limits the strength of the global awareness, which doesn’t result in strong nation brand. To summarize, Italy demonstrates another important dynamic in Cluster II, where strong symbolic capital doesn’t equate to successful branding, without the parallel coordination of the governance.  

Governance Context and Institutional Capacity

The Italian system of governance is characterized by high degrees of structural complexity as well as institutional structuring on a formal basis as well as high territorial fragmentation historically. This is a constitutional parliamentary republic, whose government involves the selection of the prime minister by the President of the Republic, as well as legislation from both houses of parliament. Throughout its history, the territory of Italy has been highly decentralized and presently consists of 20 regions of which five have greater autonomy and legislative capabilities in policy making fields such as European Union (n.d.).

According to historical facts, the political and social organization systems in the country continue to demonstrate polycentrism. While the decision-making power lies in the hands of the nation, decision-making process takes place in regions and cities and as a result, government authority exists at different government levels, where all of them retain their independence and their forms of governance (Natale, 2012). In other words, there is still a gap between the formal organization of a nation state and the way government operates and decisions are made.

Moreover, the Italian governance setting must be understood from the angle of the European Union. Italy is among the countries that were signatories of the treaties establishing the European Union and also hosted the Treaty of Rome, which established the European Union, signed in 1957. In addition, Italy has been involved since the inception of EU institutional developments. (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, n.d.). Therefore Italy's long-term association with the EU has created a stronger position for the country as an institutionalized player in the supranational governance framework.

Hence, the governance setting in Italy is twofold. First, the governance structure in Italy is divided between the various levels of government because of historical reasons of decentralization. Secondly, internationally, Italy operates in an organized and stable governance setting as part of the European Union. The coexistence of these two governance settings has created a situation where the governance setting at the supranational level is more coherent than within Italy.

Therefore the impact of these structures on the branding process of Italy is quite considerable. This is due to the fact that the fragmented nature of Italy's governance structures makes it impossible for there to be any one single approach to the country's branding efforts since the individual contribution of each region, municipality, organization, and economic sector to its international representation happens independently. Nevertheless, the absence of any central coordination in the case of Italy does not mean a complete absence of capacity. It simply means a complex situation wherein capacities are unevenly distributed across various sectors and require coordination.

In this context, the role of governance in terms of Italy's international activities is quite supportive, but not defining. Hence, cultural and economic actors still have considerable control over Italy's global image.

Branding Governance Architecture

The branding governance of Italy is not based on a fully centralised structure but operates within a fragmented framework where several stakeholders play a part in representing the nation internationally. As observed from a structural perspective, such a situation characterises the governance of Italy as being dependent on coordination through interaction, as opposed to hierarchical control.

From a national perspective, it is common knowledge that it is essential to ensure that branding is coordinated towards achieving economic ends. The brand of Italy can be said to be a strategic resource that is connected to the economic credibility of Italy as well as its competitiveness on an international scale (Busacca, 2013). Nonetheless, unlike other systems that have centralised branding governance, in Italy there exists no single body for the coordination of activities in regard to branding.

The presence of such architecture implies the importance of firms as key actors in the context. The reputation of Italy on a global scale is constantly recreated thanks to the actions of firms that work within the scope of the concept “Made in Italy,” which acts as an umbrella supra-brand connecting product images with notions of quality, design, and authenticity associated with the country (Busacca, 2013). The companies make active contributions to the creation of the country's reputation through branding approaches based on the heritage and tradition, which contributes to decentralization in external branding efforts (Sacco & Conz, 2023).

This process is further facilitated by public sector initiatives, although in an uncoordinated manner. Traditionally, the promotion of Italy abroad relied more on tourism and export-related activities in general, and the absence of integration implied that branding efforts remained sectoral in nature (Colucci, 2011; Skipper, 2011).

high global recognition and positive perceptions of Italian products and lifestyle, there is a persistent lack of an organic, unified branding strategy capable of aligning institutions, businesses, and communication efforts (Rome Business School, 2023). This fragmentation limits the ability to fully leverage Italy’s reputational capital, particularly in areas such as investment attraction and economic positioning.

Empirical evidence reinforces this point. Italy is widely recognised and positively evaluated in sectors such as culture, tourism, and manufacturing, yet this recognition does not automatically translate into a coherent national image or strategic advantage (Ipsos, 2021). Instead, different aspects of the Italy brand are promoted through separate channels, leading to a dispersed and sometimes inconsistent external representation.

In this context, Italy’s branding governance can be understood as coordinated but not centralised. There is clear awareness of the strategic importance of the national brand, but implementation remains distributed across multiple actors and sectors. This structure provides flexibility and allows for strong sectoral performance, yet it also creates challenges in achieving coherence and long-term strategic alignment.

Strategic Narrative Orientation

The basis of the strategic narrative of Italy lies in “the Made in Italy brand,” which serves as the central bridge between cultural identity and economic success. Instead of building the narrative by means of one institutional structure, this concept has developed historically through the interaction among production system, cultural inheritance and market position internationally. This means that unlike other nations, Italy has not created its own narrative starting from nothing. Instead, it is constantly developing its narrative based on the existing connections.

By definition, “the Made in Italy brand” is a kind of a supra brand which establishes the association between a product and the qualities such as design, craftsmanship and high quality (Busacca, 2013). This concept implies more than just symbols because it can be found in the organisational process of production, which is based on heritage, traditions and special skills. In addition, corporate communication plays an important role in connecting the concept with organisational practice.

This results in an image which is expansive yet layered at the same time. Traditionally, the international image of Italy has been strongly tied to culture, heritage, cuisine, and lifestyle—elements which carry a lot of recognition potential in terms of both image and emotion (Ipsos, 2021; Colucci, 2011). Such elements constitute the basis of the Italian narrative and remain dominant when it comes to external perceptions. In addition, there is increasing understanding that the country needs to transcend the scope of its current image.

The development of Italy’s strategic narrative can thus be said to be an effort to expand the scope of its image rather than replace it entirely. It does not entail the need to disengage from current image associations, but simply link such associations with more comprehensive images of economic activity and relevance. Such an endeavor, however, is limited by the strength of current image associations, as cultural and lifestyle image associations tend to eclipse other narrative elements.

Consequently, there is an inherent contradiction in the strategy narrative of Italy. While on the one hand, Italy enjoys a great degree of coherence in terms of its brand identity, this may also restrict the adaptability of the narrative and make it difficult for the country to change its positioning in those areas where it does not fit in with its established image. 

Competitive Positioning within the European Union

First of all, the status of Italy as an EU member is based on its position as a founding member of the Union and on its active engagement in European integration processes throughout history. In particular, since the time of signing the Treaties of Rome in 1957, Italy actively participated in establishing EU and continues to view the membership in the Union as an essential instrument for solving economic and political problems facing it (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, n.d.).

At the same time, the competitive position of Italy as an EU member state is defined both by certain advantages and disadvantages. To start with, as an EU member state, Italy shows rather good results in several aspects that are important for international competitiveness. Thus, in terms of cultural power, prestige, and tourism attractiveness, Italy occupies among top positions among countries worldwide (Rome Business School, 2023).

However, certain problems that can be characterized as structural ones are seen in other aspects that negatively affect the overall competitive position of the country. Thus, bureaucratic difficulties, business startup conditions, and the availability of credit define the negative competitive position of Italy within the international community (Rome Business School, 2023).

In this way, there is an evident discrepancy. Italy demonstrates good performance in perception-based areas, while showing lower levels of consistency in areas connected to the effectiveness of institutions and economic environment. It does not undermine its significance for the union, but influences the conditions of its competition with other members.

Thus, it can be argued that the country’s status is stable, but inconsistent. It is a major power in Europe, based on its size, historical presence, and international influence. However, it cannot provide consistent advantages in all areas of competition. Consequently, its strengthening within the union requires enhancing congruence between its strengths and the favorable conditions for competitiveness.

Digital and Diplomatic Mediation

The projection of Italy on an international scale does not arise from a centralized system alone, but it comes about because of an array of different actors who together support its global presence. Cultural activities, firms, and industry sectors all play a part in projecting the country on the international stage. While this leads to a wide reach for the projection of the nation’s identity, it is not fully coordinated within one single institution.

One of the main elements involved in this process is the economic field, where “Made in Italy” products are circulated across the globe in order to enhance the country’s image in the international community. In effect, firms function as intermediaries which link Italian identity and its culture, especially in terms of quality and creativity, into economic activities (Busacca, 2013).

The effect of cultural projection makes the influence even stronger. The international image of Italy is still strongly connected to the concepts of heritage, lifestyle, and creativity, which have received global recognition and positive evaluation (Ipsos, 2021). These categories ensure continuity and consistency in the country's reputation, and allow for the maintenance of high recognition regardless of communication efficiency.

Nonetheless, there are several disadvantages of the model. In the absence of an integrated approach, different aspects of international projection are sometimes inconsistent, leading to the underutilization of the country's reputation (Rome Business School, 2023). There are multiple actors shaping the national image; however, they do not have a comprehensive strategy to guide their actions.

Therefore Italy may be regarded as a system characterized by a high level of visibility, but only partial coordination. It is capable of sustaining high recognition due to its rich culture and economy and their continuous international projection, but lacks strategic direction.

4.5 Cluster III: Multi-Level and Decentralised Governance

Spain presents Cluster III alone, with its governance framework based on decentralized decision-making processes and high levels of self-governance by regional authorities. Spain is considered one of the most representative examples of multi-level governance in comparative public administration research (Hooghe and Marks 2001).

Governance Logic:

Spanish governance depends on continuous dialogue between national central institutions and strong regional governments. Therefore the logic of Spanish governance is based on negotiating the implementation of policies and strategies between the central and sub-national levels of government.

Branding Implication:

In this model, country branding needs to be coordinated among strong regional identities. To achieve national identity branding and positioning, both national and regional narratives need to be aligned. 

4.5.1 Spain

Spain represents the Southern Adaptive Branding Model of Cluster III. This model of country branding includes the extension of the popular tourism image of Spain to a more extensive narrative of economic modernization, sustainability, and innovation. The country branding story of Spain reflects the capability of a country to create a diversified country image using its pre-existing symbolic visibility, as opposed to country brands developed using specialization or governance reputation.  

Tourism, culture, and lifestyle shape Spain's international image. Spain’s country image is associated with the Mediterranean tourism culture, gastronomy, and the geography of its rich history. Spain also ranks very high in tourism capacity and tourist population. This gave Spain international visibility, but at the same time it created a balance problem, as its country image was associated with tourism consumption rather than governance or leadership (Terrón Barroso & Soriano Procas, 2021).

 Spain intends to leverage its tourism image to create its reputational capital in other areas, such as sustainability, innovation, and the global economy. This reflects the application of Anholt's (2007) theory of competitive identity, whereby the country image of Spain is utilized to ensure the alignment of its internal communication with its international communication.

Spain's position in the European Union is marked by its large population, diverse territory, and decentralized government, highlighting its structural uniqueness. Spain is one of the largest countries in the European Union by population and area, and its territory reflects a very high level of diversity. Spain also reflects a decentralized system of government, consisting of autonomous communities. This reflects a complex process of coordination to shape the country’s image, as there are multiple points of entry to transform Spain’s image.

The significance of Spain as a case lies precisely here. Spain does not start from low visibility, as Estonia did, nor from Sweden's long-established normative authority. Instead, it begins with high recognition confined to a narrow reputational sphere and aims to broaden that sphere without damaging the recognisable strengths underpinning its global visibility. Spain’s case thus demonstrates how a country can adapt its branding: not by creating a new identity from scratch, but by strategically expanding an existing one into new fields of value creation.

Governance Context and Institutional Capacity: From Tradition to Innovation
Spain’s institutional capacity is defined by its parliamentary monarchy and highly decentralised administration, and the presence of 17 autonomous communities (European Committee of the Regions, n.d.).

The governance structure of Spain is determined by the Constitution of 1978, which, although it does not directly decentralise the state, recognises the right of territorial entities to pursue autonomy through specific constitutional mechanisms, thereby establishing a division of authority between the central government and the autonomous communities (Moreno, 1997).

The decentralization of the Spanish governance structure allows the regional governments to develop distinct cultural and economic identities, although it has made it difficult to create a cohesive brand identity for the country (Sambanis & Milanović, 2014). Spain, therefore faces a paradox: the very diversity that enriches the country’s culture and economy has made it difficult to develop a cohesive brand identity (Lois-González, 2020).

Despite these decentralisation challenges (Moreno, 2002), Spain has built up considerable institutional capabilities, such as the successful implementation of EU regulatory frameworks and the modernization of public administration. Spain joined the European Union in 1986 (European Commission, n.d.) and thus underwent a major transformation in its regulations and its European connections (Granell, 2012). It has developed and consolidated its democratic institutions and has become integrated in the European system of governance (Field & Hamann, 2008).

As Rothstein (2008) argues, the external image of a countries depends on the impartiality and effectiveness of state institutions. Spain’s governance reforms and European integration have reshaped its international prestige, transforming it into a modern European democracy (Harrison & Corkill, 2004).

However, the reputation of Spain has traditionally been inconsistent and has been strong in the cultural and tourism areas while lagging in the areas of governance capabilities and technological innovation (Gracia, 2013). The cultural and tourism reputation of Spain has been highly salient (CaixaBank Research, 2024), whereas the reputation in governance capabilities and technological innovation has developed more gradually (Kölling et al., 2024). This structural condition forms the background against which the adaptive brand strategy of Spain has emerged.

Branding Governance Architecture: The Unified External Strategy
Spain’s nation-branding framework is a reflection of the decentralized system of governance in Spain (López-Jorrín & Vacchiano, 2014). Nation-branding in Spain is carried out by a number of public institutions. Thus, there is no centralized framework for nation-branding in Spain. Several organizations and ministries are responsible for shaping Spain’s international image (Potapovs, 2024). This is a reflection of Spain’s overall system of governance, which allows for cooperation among various bodies in order to strengthen Spain’s international image.

At the governmental level, the Ministry of Industry and Tourism, ICEX Spain Trade and Investment, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European Union, and Cooperation are the major frameworks for promoting Spain’s international image.

Within this framework, several specialized agencies promote different aspects of the national brand. One of the most important institutions is TURESPAÑA, the public body attached to the Ministry of Industry and Tourism through the Secretariat of State for Tourism (TURESPAÑA, n.d.). TURESPAÑA, the public body attached to the Ministry of Industry and Tourism, is a key institution. Through tourism offices abroad, it coordinates promotional strategies, conducts research, and collaborates with public- and private-sector actors in the tourism industry. TURESPAÑA maintains Spain's strong international reputation as a leading tourist destination, incorporating sustainability and responsible tourism principles (López-Sánchez & Pulido-Fernández, 2014).

Economic diplomacy is another key dimension of Spain's branding system (Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores y de Cooperación, 2013). ICEX Spain Trade and Investment supports the internationalization of Spanish firms and encourages foreign investment (Empresa Exterior, 2024; ICEX-Invest in Spain, n.d.). These activities reinforce the country’s image as an attractive location for trade and investment by promoting Spain’s business environment and export sectors abroad, (ICEX-Invest in Spain, 2024).

Cultural diplomacy has also been deemed to play an important role in Spain’s international projection, according to Rius-Ulldemolins and Martín Zamorano (2015). The Instituto Cervantes, established in 1991, promotes the Spanish language and culture worldwide through its cultural centers abroad, as Moreno-Fernández points out (2013)

The increased awareness of the importance of nation reputation has led to the creation of the Marca España strategy, which has managed to bring together different actors, at both the public and private levels, with the aim of creating a unified image of Spain abroad. It has also managed to coordinate different actors with the aim of creating a unified image of Spain abroad, as Asociación de Directivos de Comunicación, et al. point out (2003). It has been described by different authors as an instrument that seeks to connect cultural promotion, economic strategy, and nation reputation, as Rius-Ulldemolins and Martín Zamorano point out (2015).

Spain's branding campaign has been expanded to include innovation and entrepreneurship (Financial Times, n.d.). The project named Spain Up Nation, promoted by ENISA, aims to make Spain a reference point for start-ups, technological innovation, and entrepreneurship. Spain Up Nation can be defined as a platform that brings together the public actors that support innovative entrepreneurship while at the same time promoting Spain on a global level as an attractive environment for investment and the creation of new ventures (Oficina Nacional de Emprendimiento, n.d.).

According to Anholt Nation Brands Index 2024 (Swedish Institute, 2024) and Brand Finance Global Soft Power Index 2024, Spain ranks 11th in the world (Brand Finance, 2024). In the Brand Finance Global Soft Power Index, Spain achieves high scores in familiarity (8.1) and culture and heritage (7.1). It also achieves high scores in prestige (7.3) and people and values (5.2). These findings highlight the importance of cultural and social attributes in determining Spain’s national image (Brand Finance, 2024). Overall, the scores indicate that Spain’s international influence can be explained by its cultural and prestige attributes, which corresponds to the Southern Adaptive Branding Model that highlights the importance of leveraging Spain’s cultural attributes to boost its international influence.

The international image of Spain is the result of the combined actions of tourism promotion agencies, economic promotion agencies, cultural institutions, and innovation promotion agencies.

Strategic Narrative Orientation: "Authenticity and Transformation"
Spain has rebranded itself internationally by investing in technology and economic relations. Traditionally, Spain is known for its sunny climate, beautiful beaches, good food, and rich cultural heritage. However, current branding efforts aim to move away from such clichés by focusing on innovation, sustainability, and entrepreneurship.

Spain's international image strategy aligns with global destination branding trends, focusing on innovation and sustainability to complement its established tourism appeal. Theorists of place branding warn against "reputation reductionism," where countries are best known for tourism rather than other sectors (Dinnie, 2015). The new narrative on Spain’s international image includes tourism as part of its quality of life, creativity, and openness (OECD, 2023).

Researchers argue that Spain aims to utilise its recognition in tourism to build reputational capital from the attention it receives, thereby improving its image as an innovator and an open society. Terrón Barroso (2022) suggests reframing stereotypes about the Spanish way of life and hospitality to build a new narrative for innovation and an open society.

However, the success of Spain's new narrative will rely on tangible developments, including transparent governance, comprehensive economic reforms, and socially progressive values, all of which may face significant political and economic challenges. Anholt (2007) notes that developing a country's brand requires significant advances in governance, economic structure, and social values. Therefore the success of Spain's strategic narrative is intrinsically linked to the strength of its internal policies supporting its new image.

Competitive Positioning within the European Union 

Within the European Union, Spain occupies a position characterized by both structural size and cultural visibility. As one of the largest member states of the EU, Spain has considerable economic and demographic weight. However, its influence has historically come more from cultural appeal than political leadership.

Theoretically, the Spanish strategy is consistent with Anholt's (2007) suggestion that a national reputation can be transformed into diplomatic capital, in which the state employs its positive international image to gain legitimacy and influence in international negotiations. Countries with positive international images have an advantage in gaining more legitimacy in international policy negotiations.

Spain's competitive position is further enhanced by its geographic and cultural position, which enables it to serve as a bridge in international diplomacy, connecting Europe, Latin America (Grugel, 2002), and the Mediterranean region (Llanos-Antczak, 2009). This enhances its influence in regional and international policy negotiations, thus making it more relevant in European foreign policy discourse (Closa & Heywood, 2004).

The role of Spain in the European Union’s institutional framework is limited by the balance of power among member states, which often reduces its ability to set the agenda. As a result, Spain has to fall back on reputation-building to enhance its position in EU policy-making, finding itself between smaller member states that rely on their specific knowledge and larger member states that have traditionally exercised greater leadership in regulatory matters (Toygür & Carnicero Urabayen, 2019).

Digital and Diplomatic Mediation: The Inclusive Network

The international brand of Spain is the product of public diplomacy, cultural diplomacy, and digital communication. Pamment (2012) explains that "public diplomacy is heavily reliant on digital technologies and network communication strategies that enable states to communicate directly with global audiences.

The Spanish international institutions, such as the Instituto Cervantes and Spanish embassies, are at the forefront of projecting Spanish culture, language, and trade through cultural festivals, language courses, and trade fairs (Compendium of Cultural Policies & Trends, 2019). Cultural diplomacy has been found to be effective, especially considering the significant global presence of Spanish language and culture.

The digital communication of Spanish international institutions through social networks and governmental websites assists in presenting and interpreting national narratives to global audiences (Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores, Unión Europea y Cooperación, n.d.). This is considered an essential communication tool for Spanish international institutions to convey national identity to the global audience.

Digital communication is crucial for presenting Spanish national brands globally. It faces challenges such as maintaining narrative consistency and mitigating the risk of misinformation. 

The success of nation branding, as seen through the Spanish model, lies in the strategic combination of a compelling national narrative and robust institutional support, which together enhance Spain's global influence.

Table 6 presents a conceptual synthesis of the Southern Adaptive Branding Model, derived from the Spanish case, highlighting the structural characteristics of branding within multi-level governance systems.

Table 6 Conceptual Synthesis of the Southern Adaptive Branding Model (Cluster III)

	Dimension
	Spain
	Cluster III Insight

	Governance Logic
	Multi-level decentralised governance based on negotiation between central and regional authorities
	Governance is characterised by coordination across multiple autonomous actors rather than centralised control

	Institutional Driver
	Decentralisation and territorial diversity (17 autonomous communities)
	Institutional fragmentation creates both diversity and coordination complexity

	Source of Visibility
	Pre-existing tourism and cultural recognition
	Branding begins with high symbolic visibility rather than governance performance

	Trust Mechanism
	Cultural familiarity and social appeal rather than institutional trust
	Trust is externally driven by perception rather than internally generated by governance


	Branding Logic
	Adaptive expansion of existing image (tourism → innovation sustainability)
	Branding evolves through extension rather than creation or specialisation

	Strategic Narrative
	Transformation from tourism identity to innovation and sustainability
	Branding requires reframing rather than replacing dominant narratives

	Branding Architecture
	Fragmented and multi-actor system (ministries regions agencies)
	Decentralised branding requires alignment across multiple stakeholders

	Coordination Challenge
	Alignment of national and regional identities
	Branding coherence depends on intergovernmental coordination

	International Role
	Cultural bridge between Europe Latin America and Mediterranean
	Influence is derived from cultural connectivity rather than governance leadership

	Competitive Strategy
	Leveraging reputation to enter new domains (innovation economy)
	Reputational capital is used as an entry point for diversification

	Key Strength
	High global recognition and cultural attractiveness
	Strong initial visibility provides a foundation for expansion

	Key Limitation
	Reputation locked in tourism and cultural perception
	High visibility can constrain repositioning efforts


4.6 Cluster IV: Centralised-Executive and Transition Governance

The third cluster comprises post-communist European Union member-states characterized by institutional changes resulting from post-accession transformations. Despite being historically similar, the cluster members demonstrate differences in the degree of centralization of their executives (Grzymala-Busse 2007). 

Governance Logic:


Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary are characterized by largely unitary systems where executive bodies coordinate activity. The Hungarian system is characterized by greater centralism compared to the Polish one, which still remains contested in terms of institutional development, while the Czech system is characterized by more stability in terms of institutional development.

Branding Implication:

Country-branding in this model is controlled directly by the State. Therefore it provides possibilities to quickly establish positioning strategies for the country. 

4.6.1 Hungary

In Cluster IV, Hungary represents the Administrative Mobilization Model. This model can be identified through a centralised governance framework that uses the State to mobilise all institutions to achieve strategic and economic goals. In this context, nation branding is associated with the capabilities of the state to coordinate policies, administration, and diplomacy in line with its goals.

The Hungarian state is characterised by centralisation (Pálné Kovács, 2017), which has become increasingly pronounced over time (Bánkuti et al., 2012). The institutional structure allows the government to manage the implementation of policies in different areas, particularly those concerned with economic growth and foreign investments. The Prime Minister and the Prime Minister's Office play a central role in policy-making, coordination, and implementation across government institutions. This strengthens executive control over the policy process (Ilonszki et al., 2002).  

Geographically, Hungary, a central European Location, provides a great opportunity to bridge Western and Eastern Europe and is situated on the road to Asia. 

Hungary is a parliamentary republic, like the other 21 countries in the EU. The Prime Minister, as Head of State, has all the powers of the Executive, and the President, as Head of State, holds representative responsibilities.

Hungary views the incorporation of the Western Balkan Countries into the European Union as one of it's highest priorities for foreign relations. It believes that regional stability is critical to maintaining it's own economic and security interests (Hungarian Institute of International Affairs, 2025).

It is demonstrated by Hungary's "Connectivity" economic strategy, which aims to build diverse economic and political relationships with the rest of the world amid an increasingly fragmented global system (Orbán, 2023).

In accordance with a Policy Report from the Hungarian Institute of International Affairs (2025) this connectivity model focuses on developing regional infrastructure and building networks for trade and investment. These are expected to support both economic growth and enhance regional and international political stability in the Western Balkans.

Foreign investment is a big part of Hungary's economy, and multinational companies are in charge of manufacturing , exporting , and recruiting employees (TEPSA, 2022). The Government of Hungary (2025) states that public incentives led to HUF 4,000 billion in investments in 2024, most of which came from Asian and Western multinational companies. This shows Hungary's strategy of keeping a wide range of economic ties with businesses around the world. PwC (2024) says that Hungary is actively trying to make itself an appealing place for foreign investors by offering low corporate taxes, government incentives, and a good geographic location. Sólyom and Schóber (2024) say that Hungary's investment climate is characterized by a dual screening regime that lets the government closely watch and control foreign direct investment. This is because its connectivity-based economic model is strategically and politically managed.

The Hungarian foreign policy framework considers national image as part of a country’s economic brand and emphasises a two-way relationship in which international perceptions influence economic performance, and the performance of domestic firms abroad shapes Hungary’s global reputation (Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2011).

Szondi (2007) sees national branding in Hungary as a process that should be analyzed in the context of post-socialist changes in which countries are trying to change their national identities and positions in the international community. National branding is used, in particular, to support investment promotion policies. The Hungarian government was one of the first countries in Central and Eastern Europe to institutionalize national branding by establishing the Country Image Center, which aimed to “develop a concept for a new image of the country and to build this new image both inside and outside the country” (Szondi, 2007, p. 12).

Hungary’s nation brand is not the result of a single coherent narrative, but rather a combination of historically embedded representations and more recent policy-driven positioning (Jenes, 2009).

Overall, the Hungarian case demonstrates how national branding can be embedded in governance structures. The Administrative Mobilization Model shows how the state's ability to mobilize resources is used to implement policies and connects economic policy, foreign policy, and international image.

Governance Context and Institutional Capacity

The Hungarian government has a high degree of centralization and authority over policy, which facilitates coordination but can be detrimental to policy stability and administrative autonomy (Hajnal et al., 2018). The Fundamental Law of 25 April 2011 describes how Hungary’s political system is structured and operates. Since its entry into force in 2012, it has been amended twelve times (European Parliament, 2024).

Changes introduced after 2010 through constitutional revisions have led to the restructuring of Hungary's political system, with power shifting to the executive and reduced institutional independence (Sadecki, 2014).

Eastern Opening Policy was launched in Hungary in 2011 and serves as a strategy for foreign economic policy that is supposed to diversify the country’s foreign partnerships beyond its traditional Western partners. The policy is focused on the development of economic and investment connections with emerging countries in Asia and the post-Soviet world as a reaction to changing economic conditions worldwide and increasing importance of non-Western markets (Greilinger, 2023). This policy is not meant to replace the traditional connections with Western states; it represents another step towards building multi-directional economic and political connections that would strengthen Hungary's position on the international market. From this perspective, the Eastern Opening Policy can be regarded as a part of Hungary's connectivity strategy.

Officially, the Eastern Opening Policy can be viewed as a practical economic strategy aimed at strengthening economic and diplomatic links with fast-developing countries in Asia and Central Asia (Government of Hungary, n.d.).

Hungary is able to maintain institutional coherence while adopting a distinctive and strategic approach in its policies. A centralized system of political control, a proactive government role in coordinating the economy, and the adoption of a connectivity approach all show that there is a coherent governance model with strong coordination and clear strategies. This kind of governance model can be a good starting point for state-led and coordinated nation branding. 

 Branding Governance Architecture

Hungary’s nation branding has historically been characterised by fragmentation, with multiple institutions engaging in uncoordinated communication activities and lacking a unified long-term strategy (Jenes, 2009).

The Branding governance architecture of Hungary has evolved considerably throughout time from an uncoordinated consultative one to a state-led one. Which is inline with the broader transformations in the country’s administrative system. This shift has resulted in a concentration of coordination capacities within core executive institutions, particularly those 

In the first period after the start of Hungary’s official branding efforts, the main coordination tool was the establishment of an Country Brand Council (in some sources Country Image Council) (Országmárka Tanács), established by Government Decree No. 2176/2008 (XII. 18.). However, the organization, which was purely advisory in nature, had no real means of implementing its recommendations. This led to a continuous fragmentation of activities in this area, as each institution was busy developing its own promotion and communication strategy (Balatoni, 2021).

However, starting in the mid-2010s, the country’s branding architecture became more centralized. That is, responsibilities related to national branding began to shift to key state institutions, especially those dealing with economic diplomacy and foreign policy. In this respect, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade acts as a mediator between foreign policy, investment promotion and communication. At the same time, sector-specific roles are concentrated within the relevant institutions. For example, the task of attracting foreign direct investment and promoting the country as a place to do business is entrusted to the Hungarian Investment Promotion Agency (HIPA). Meanwhile, the Hungarian Tourism Agency (HTA) is entrusted with the task of promoting and branding tourism.

The main coordination mechanism in the current branding architecture involves a combination of hierarchy-based mechanisms and ministerial involvement, which allows for a relatively coordinated message. Compared to a less centralized system, the model involves fewer conflicts and contradictions, but at the same time, it does not involve as many private actors in the formation of the national brand as some other models.

Unlike states that strive to rebrand their foreign names to facilitate successful branding, Hungary provides another example for discussion. In particular, the difference between the national name Magyarország and the internationally used Hungarian is quite large and consistent across different European languages. Since the country name is a key element of the country brand, the study concludes that Hungary does not have a coordinated strategy regarding the renaming of the country (Papp-Váry, 2015). As a result, Hungary’s branding in this aspect is largely dictated by convention rather than a consciously developed strategy.

It can be said that Hungary’s branding management architecture is currently closely linked to economic and investment policy objectives. In this context, branding functions are embedded in organizations responsible for economic diplomacy, and the national image is promoted mainly through references to competitiveness, attractiveness, and connectivity. Thus, organizations such as HIPA emphasize the benefits of Hungary’s regulatory environment for foreign companies in order to emphasize its attractiveness for foreign investment. Meanwhile, tourism promotion is carried out within the framework of general government strategies.

The most obvious example of this is the launch of the national tourism brand "WOW Hungary" at the Tourism Summit in Budapest in 2018. The initiative of the Hungarian Tourism Agency aimed to increase international recognition and rebrand the country's tourism offer (Budapest Business Journal, 2018).

Strategic Narrative Orientation

Hungary's strategic narrative revolves around pragmatic considerations such as the attractiveness of investment, production capabilities, and integration into European and world economies. Thus, the image of the country is built without recourse to highly symbolic and identity-driven positioning. The country projects itself as a competitive and efficient place of business and production operations in Europe.

Campaigns such as "Invest in Hungary" initiated by the Hungarian Investment Promotion Agency (HIPA) stress such aspects as geographic location, infrastructure, labor availability, and integration into European economic networks (Hungarian Investment Promotion Agency [HIPA), n.d.). Such a narrative is based on building images of reliability and efficiency appealing to foreign investors and multinational corporations.

One of the key aspects of Hungary's strategic narrative is related to positioning the country as a major production and logistical hub in Europe. As one of the most important centers of manufacturing in Europe, Hungary is known for having many foreign enterprises producing goods in Hungary. Most recently, this positioning is expanded to cover new industries related to production of batteries for cars and their supply chains (European Commission, 2023). From this perspective, the strategic narrative of the country reflects the changes in its economic model.

At the same time, the country's external communication should be analyzed against the backdrop of earlier attempts to construct the country's image. In particular, the role of stereotypically represented elements such as the countryside, Hungarian cuisine, and the national culture was considerable (Jenes, 2009). Moreover, the research shows that the previous efforts in image construction lacked coordination and coherence, resulting in the construction of various contradictory images of Hungary (Jenes, 2009). Although the contemporary approach does not emphasize these elements as strongly, they still remain a part of the country's external communication strategies.

Parallel to Hungary's External Communication, there are Complementary Elements of Tourism/Lifestyle.  For example, the brand "WOW Hungary" emphasizes the country's unique culture, affordable prices, and attractive lifestyle. Thus, Hungary positions itself as an interesting investment opportunity and a desirable tourist destination. Such initiatives are implemented in a variety of foreign countries and contribute to the high visibility of the country on a global scale (European Tourism Association [ETOA), n.d.).

Finally, Hungary engages in the promotion of its educational internationalisation as a means of enhancing its external communication. For example, such programs as the Stipendium Hungaricum managed by the Tempus Public Foundation focus on attracting international students and developing academic cooperation (Tempus Public Foundation, n.d.).

Overall, the strategic narrative of Hungary is based primarily on economic considerations and reflects the performance and efficiency of the country's economy. Nevertheless, this approach is complemented with cultural elements, which are important from the perspective of continuity in the image of the country.

Competitive Positioning within the European Union

Hungary positions itself as a European destination for foreign investments, mainly manufacturing, in the European Union. It benefits from relatively low labor costs, favorable geography, and excellent connectivity to the rest of Europe's transport and logistics networks (European Commission, 2023). These are some of the reasons that make Hungary a key manufacturer within European value chains.

 Moreover, Hungary has one of the lowest corporate taxes in the European Union as part of its attraction for international businesses (OECD, 2022). The Hungarian government also invests in incentive schemes and infrastructure development for large-scale investments, particularly those related to industries such as automotive production and batteries. Such policies have cemented Hungary's image as a business-friendly nation for multinational corporations.

 As a result, Hungary's role in the European Union is that of a manufacturing center and investor destination rather than that of regulatory or innovative leader. Hungary's economic role in the European Union is largely complementary to other larger industrialized economies, especially Germany, which works together with Hungary in several production chains and logistics networks.

 Hungary's external image is also aligned with its role. For instance, Hungary ranks 30th to 33rd in the world according to the Anholt-Ipsos Nation Brands Index (Ipsos, 2021, 2023). Also, according to the Brand Finance Global Soft Power Index 2024, Hungary ranks 48th with a score of 41.4, an improvement of about five ranks from the previous year (Brand Finance, 2024). Hungary's high score in reputation and business/trade indicates that the country's image internationally is functional rather than symbolic.

 Therefore it may be said that Hungary's competitive positioning in the European Union is functional. That is, Hungary does not seek leadership roles in normative or regulatory issues in the European Union but rather competes in the production and manufacturing sector.

Digital and Diplomatic Mediation

The system of digital mediation in Hungary can be seen as rather centrally organized and coordinated via institutions. The major digital communications tools used by Hungary include websites controlled by the state through state organizations such as the Hungarian Investment Promotion Agency (HIPA) and Hungarian Tourism Agency. The content that appears there includes promotional information on investments and tourism with the aim to present the economic and cultural potential of Hungary in a standardized way. In particular, the digital tools focused on attracting investments feature information related to economic sectors, infrastructure, labor force, market access, and others, which demonstrates close alignment with the country's economic interests (Hungarian Investment Promotion Agency [HIPA), n.d.). In this respect, the mediation strategy used by Hungary can be described as rather state-controlled and informational compared to more networked approaches.

Similarly, diplomatic mediation in Hungary shows rather clear traces of economic mediation. The leading role in organizing foreign economic relations belongs to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade that uses the efforts of its embassies and other representatives abroad to promote investment opportunities, exports, and business development in general (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, n.d.). Hence, the diplomatic channel used by Hungary represents another sign of shift towards the use of economic diplomacy.

Overall, both digital and diplomatic channels demonstrate rather high alignment with governmental priorities and policies in terms of their contents and purposes. As a result, messages conveyed through digital media and diplomats tend to emphasize practical information and opportunities rather than focus on participation or symbolic narratives. Therefore one can argue that Hungary employs quite functional mediators to convey the messages.

To conclude, Hungary's mediation strategy reflects the main characteristics of its governance approach, including centralization, coordination via institutions, and clear economic orientation.

4.6.2 Poland

In group IV, the Polish government consists of centralized-executive and transitional types of governance. It is characterized by strong executive coordination and a continuous process of institutional adaptation caused by the changes that occurred after the end of socialism and the unification of Europe. 

Poland is one of the more populous states in Europe. With a population of roughly 36.5 million people in 2024 (World Bank, 2024), the country ranked highly among other nations of the continent. Geographically, Poland is situated in a unique location as it is located between Western and Eastern Europe, which facilitated its integration into European logistical chains (Sadowski et al., 2020). For almost two decades, Poland managed to develop a diverse economy performing well in manufacturing, agriculture, and service industries. As a result, Poland maintains good economic performance among the European Union member-states (OECD, 2024).

In a 2015 World Bank report, Poland was named "Europe's growth champion" due to its relatively high economic performance in the post-socialist transformation period. Between 1989 and 2015, Poland's Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita increased by over double compared to all of the neighboring countries. Poland's economic performance during this timeframe has been directly related to early adoption of liberal economic policies, a transparent privatization process and the establishment of an institutionally robust environment which supports the growth of private enterprises. Furthermore, Poland's large internal market has provided a source of stability during times of external instability

Poland's long term vision for development can be traced back to the end of socialism and beginning stages of transition when Polish politicians began articulating high ambitions for the modernization of their economy. For example, Lech Wałęsa expressed his desire for Poland to become "a second Japan" reflecting a focus on developing industry and integrating globally economically (Borys, 2025). Although the ambition was aspirational, the desire to modernize demonstrates a broader strategic direction for development that would influence Poland's subsequent development.

Poland's perception externally does not exist because of a single narrative from centralized governance; instead, it comes from the relationship between governance capability, economic performance, and institutional adaptability. Therefore Poland's reputation as a dynamic and sustainable economy is dependent on its governance model. This includes whether it can combine coordinated action among institutions with market-oriented development.

Recent developments indicate a partial reversal in previously existing decentralization trends with growing central supervision since around 2015 (Swianiewicz, 2024). However, Poland's governance development remains open-ended to ongoing political and institutional transformation. 

Since the middle of the 2010s, there have been debates about democratic standards and the balance of power between institutions, especially when it comes to judicial reforms and relations between the EU and the state (Sadurski, 2023).Such developments illustrate that Poland's governance system is still under evolutionary change and add another dimension to its positioning internationally.

Inside the European Union, Poland is playing an increasingly active role regionally — especially inside Central and Eastern Europe. Initiatives like the Three Seas Initiative — the Bucharest Nine — and the Visegrad Group reflect attempts to position Poland as regional coordinators in both economic and security-related fields (Zwolski, 2023). Thus far, this regional activity further emphasizes Poland's role as a link between different parts of the European system.

Therefore overall, the Polish experience illustrates how nation branding is connected to a governance system characterized by both coordination and transition. A powerful executive allows for congruence between economic policy and external positioning whereas ongoing institutional-political change adds elements of flexibility and contestation. Henceforth, Poland may be regarded as an 'ambivalent power,' whose external image is defined neither by a unified narrative nor by cumulative outcomes of governance structures — economic performance — and changing politics.

Governance Context and Institutional Capacity

The Polish governance capability is organized through a centralized executive system. That allows for effective strategic planning at the national level. As a unitary state, Poland's governance structure concentrates decision-making authority at the central government level. Additionally, the institutional development of Poland was influenced by several rapid changes made during the transition from a centrally-planned economy to a market-based economy. 

However, on top of having a centralized executive system; there is also a decentralized implementation structure. The reform process initiated after the transition led to the creation of a hierarchical structure consisting of municipalities, counties, and regions, which expanded the responsibilities of sub-national administration. While this gave greater responsibility to subnational governments it still does not give them much autonomy. . The 1998–1999 administrative reform transferred significant responsibilities to sub-national levels while maintaining central control over key areas of governance (Holesch, 2018). Thus, while sub-national actors have some flexibility they cannot take independent strategic actions because they are working under strict guidelines set forth by the central government.

Additionally, Poland's economy has given a solid basis for governance capability. It includes manufacturing that focuses on exporting products to other countries and a relatively large domestic market. Therefore Poland's economy supports both external competitive advantages and internal stability (OECD, 2024). Poland’s integration into European logistical and production networks has further strengthened its position within regional value chains (Sadowski et al., 2020). Thus providing a solid foundation for the state to continue with policy continuity and provide credibility in international economic relationships.

In terms of institutional capability in Poland, it could be said that while Poland has functionally competent administrative capabilities in many ways. The capability of governance in Poland will continue to develop until it becomes more equal. One example of how well Poland can administer its governance is demonstrated through their ability to administer large scale economic and infrastructure projects. On the other hand, governance quality remains subject to ongoing institutional adjustment, particularly in relation to rule-of-law standards and institutional independence within the EU framework (European Commission, 2023). . Since these issues exist it shows that Poland's institutional capabilities have not developed enough yet and will need continued development.

Lastly, Poland's membership in the European Union represents one of the most important aspects of the country's governance capability. The development of administrative capacity at the sub-national level has been closely linked to the effective absorption of EU cohesion funds, positioning decentralization as both a governance reform and an adaptation to EU frameworks (Holesch, 2018). Thus, decentralization was not just a method for improving governance structures but also served as an instrument for adapting to new EU governance structures. EU membership also facilitates regulatory harmonization and policy coordination among member states. In addition to those benefits, EU membership establishes a multilevel governance environment where constant communication occurs between national and supra-national authorities.

Overall, the governance capability in Poland can be characterized as follows: very strong coordination at the center, and a high degree of administrative decentralization at lower levels of government; a stable economy; and a stable governance system established within the context of European governance systems. This combination creates favorable conditions for coordinated policy efforts and mobilizing resources; however, because of ongoing institutional adaptations Poland is confronted with challenges relating to the potential inconsistencies and unpredictability of future policy directions.

Branding Governance Architecture
Historically, Poland's nation branding has been characterized by considerable institutional fragmentation and an absence of strategic coordination among various public institutions engaged in promotional activities without a coherent long-term framework (Florek, 2005; Dinnie, n.d.; Najwyższa Izba Kontroli, 2020). Despite increasing policy focus on branding governance, the latter still represents a somewhat ambiguous configuration, combining central strategic intent with dispersed implementation.

In the first stage of nation branding in Poland in the 2000s, promotion work was carried out in an uncoordinated way with no institutionalized governance infrastructure in place (Szondi, 2007). At the time, the contribution of external experts, like Wally Olins, consisted in developing visual identities and communication frameworks that were never implemented consistently. As a result, a number of institutions operated in parallel, conducting inconsistent promotional work.A step towards promoting coordination was taken through the creation of the Council for the Promotion of Poland working under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs between 2004 and 2016 (Supreme Audit Office [Najwyższa Izba Kontroli, NIK), 2020). The Council set strategic objectives and developed common rules of communication, including the "Poland. Spring into new" initiative. Its role as an advisory body left insufficient possibilities for coordinating promotional activities across different sectors.

According to the Supreme Audit Office, coordination of nation branding has not been effective despite repeated policy attempts.Promotional activities continued to take place in a dispersed way, and branding lacked a consistent structure (Supreme Audit Office [Najwyższa Izba Kontroli, NIK), 2020). The structural peculiarities of the nation branding governance in Poland stem from the distribution of responsibilities across several ministries. While economic promotion and exports are in charge of the Ministry of Economic Development, all other image-related issues fall within the domain of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Metropolitan Institute of Development, 2024). No legal document specifies the main body that would coordinate the efforts in branding and, thus, there exists a competence gap between ministries that complicates integrated governance (EUROSAI, n.d.).

Moreover, the high level of participation in nation branding reflects further fragmentation. The Supreme Audit Office (Najwyższa Izba Kontroli, NIK, 2020) reports that many organizations, including ministries, executive agencies, and foreign embassies, are involved in shaping Poland's international image.

The absence of comprehensive governance resulted in a situation when individual institutions implemented many promotion initiatives, but not necessarily within the common framework. Thus, the current state of branding governance in Poland can be described as operational efficiency without strategic coordinationPaweł Surowiec's idea of corporo-nationalism helps us understand Poland's branding. This means that state institutions, public organizations, and corporations work in the same area, but there are some conflicts of interest (Surowiec, 2017, 2019). Unlike hierarchic governance, branding is a multi-actor phenomenon, in which coordination is partial and results are co-produced through collaboration among many different organizations.

At the same time, nation branding in Poland shows sectoral asymmetry, which implies that some sectors are more institutionalized, while others remain less developed. Economic promotion and attracting investments represent activities carried out by state-controlled organizations, while tourism promotion takes place in a multi-level system (regional and national agencies). Besides, cultural diplomacy is also conducted through networks of Polish Institutes, adding up to institutional complexity (Szmytke, 2021). In sum, nation branding in Poland cannot be considered as an institutionalized field; rather, it consists of several sub-systems with different degrees of institutionalization.The last years have seen certain policy initiatives to strengthen central coordination, like replacing the Council for Promotion of Poland with an interministerial institution and creating the position of Plenipotentiary of the Prime Minister for the promotion of Polish brand via executive orders of 2020 and 2021 (Supreme Audit Office [Najwyższa Izba Kontroli, NIK), 2020). However, the shifting mandates of the body imply that nation branding governance is now going through the process of institutionalization.

In line with it, policy papers such as the directions for promotion of Poland Kierunki promocji Polski na lata 2017–2027 show increased realization of the necessity to manage branding as a coherent system and communicate across sectors (Metropolitan Institute of Development, 2024).However, the emphasis on the issue of coordination in official documents proves that integration of nation branding into one system remains to be accomplished.

In addition, parliamentary debates also confirm that the issue of fragmentation and lack of consistency is persistent. All these factors suggest that nation branding governance is still going through a complex process of institutionalization.

As compared to the more centralized configurations, Poland's nation branding governance implies the involvement of a larger number of institutions and less hierarchical control resulting in increased pluralism and dispersion of initiatives. This is common in the Polish political system, where there is institutional diversity, state-wide coordination, and continuous reform.

In conclusion, Poland's nation branding governance can be characterized as multi-actor, functional, and structurally fragmented due to legal-institutional peculiarities and sectoral heterogeneity. The repeated policy initiatives show increasing understanding of the problem, but do not lead to systemic change.

Strategic Narrative Orientation

Strategic narratives of Poland can also be considered predominantly economic in nature. According to Poland, as in Hungary's case, the country is positioned as a reliable and competitive investment location with a focus on European/global integration and economic modernization. The emphasis is on being part of European economic systems in terms of participation in global economic relations rather than identity-related aspects and symbolism.

Campaigns like Poland Investment & Trade Agency and Poland Travel highlight important economic and structural advantages of the country, including its market size, skillful workforce, infrastructure, and integration into the EU. This strategic narrative is aimed at positioning Poland as a stable and productive participant in international business relationships that is attractive to foreign investments.

Being a key component of Poland's strategic narrative, its presentation as a major production center and an emerging European market reflects a more general transformation of the country's economy towards greater competitiveness and efficiency. Thus, one should point out a transformation of the Polish economic model that involves Europeanization and modernization and is reflected in the government's prioritization.

Alongside this aspect, one should mention the specifics of Poland's international positioning in relation to its post-socialist transformation. Within the conceptual framework offered by György Szondi, one can observe the attempts to brand the country as a modern and developed European nation-state that is dissociated from the former communist state in Eastern Europe (Szondi, 2007). The need for such positioning was caused by negative perceptions shaped by stereotypes and ignorance.

In parallel with the economic aspects discussed above, Poland's strategic narrative also includes branding campaigns related to cultural and tourism spheres. For instance, one can recall the campaign "Poland. Spring into new" that involves ideas of transformation and renewal. Likewise, tourism branding campaigns emphasize historical-cultural legacy and the peculiarities of the local lifestyle as the main attractions.

Despite the presence of such diverse elements, however, research proves that there is no well-defined core idea in Poland's strategic narrative. Thus, according to Keith Dinnie's observations and subsequent studies conducted in recent years, Poland's image is shaped by several overlapping themes rather than a narrative framework (Dinnie, n.d.; Metropolitan Institute of Development, 2024).

Another important point regarding Poland's strategic narrative is related to the specific governance system of the country. As Paweł Surowiec explains, Poland's positioning and communication operate on the basis of Europeanisation and corporatization, combining the use of values and market strategies (Surowiec, 2020). Thus, Poland's strategic narrative is formed by combining aspects of being a European country and an economically competitive country.

Recently, Poland's response to the situation connected with the war in Ukraine has positively affected its external image as well. Namely, it helped to enhance its image as a responsible actor that is capable of standing up for other people. Therefore this aspect has become partially part of Poland's image (Metropolitan Institute of Development, 2024).

Competitive Positioning within the European Union

Poland's position in the European Union has undergone significant change during the past two decades. Being granted EU membership in 2004 (European Union, n.d.), Poland was considered a major beneficiary of integration, deriving benefits from access to the Single Market, EU funding, and institutions that would help to boost economic growth and modernization (Michałek & Hagemejer, 2024).

At the moment, Poland is gradually becoming one of the key actors on the EU stage taking part in important negotiations and debates on energy security, regional development, and defence issues. Poland is becoming increasingly engaged in EU defence policy initiatives while continuing its efforts towards expansion of EU membership, at the same time enhancing its cooperation with the Nordic-Baltic states to be more effective as a representative of the EU's eastern flank (Surwillo & Slakaitytė, 2024).

A considerable contribution to Poland's competitive position in the EU is made by Poland's relatively large economy, which has enjoyed steady growth (OECD, 2024). The 2009 global financial crisis became one of the rare cases in which Poland experienced economic growth along with being a part of the EU, thus being the exception rather than the rule (Åslund, 2013).

In addition to the economic strength, Poland considers itself a mediator among the Central and Eastern European countries. Participation in the Three Seas Initiative, Visegrad Group, and Bucharest Nine helps Poland increase its influence within the EU and NATO while also advocating for Poland to become a leader of the Eastern Partnership, a bridge between the Union and its Eastern neighbourhoods (Zwolski, 2023). Poland acts at both regional and European levels to shape how its region is perceived in the EU context (German Marshall Fund, n.d.).

Furthermore, it should also be noted that the political situation in Poland contributes to the image of Poland as an EU member state. Rankings in several indexes prove that economic success and good governance are related in Poland. Thus, Poland is placed 33rd in the world as per 2024 Brand Finance Global Soft Power Index (Brand Finance, n.d.). While maintaining its position compared to the previous year, Poland achieved improvements in its soft power index (increasing its ranking from 45.1 to 48.6); the reasons for such achievements include increased global recognition of Poland; increased global familiarity with Poland; and strength in Polish business and trade. Similarly, Poland held 28th place as per the Nation Brands Index in 2024.

Poland can be characterized as a pragmatic country with a geographical orientation. As opposed to many other larger member states as Germany and France, whose objectives include trying to gain leadership positions either at the regional level or within the EU, Poland views itself as a dependable contributor in purely economic and political terms. Nonetheless, despite growing importance and influence within the EU, Poland cannot be attributed any specific identity.

Digital and Diplomatic Mediation

Poland’s digital and diplomatic mediation is a continuation of how the country manages and brands itself. Poland's way of mediation is multifunctional and functionally active, however not fully coordinated. Poland utilizes different communication channels for nation branding, but these efforts occur in a fragmented institutional context that limits the ability to create a coherent strategy (NIK, 2020; Metropolitan Institute of Development, 2024).

The official portals Poland.pl and Polska.pl, and investment and tourism portals serve the purpose of country image promotion globally and internally.

The Polish Investment and Trade Agency and the Polish Tourism Organization operate within clearly defined areas of responsibility—investment attractiveness and tourism appeal, respectively. Although sectoral specialization contributes to the higher efficiency of the promotion process, it also creates a larger picture of sectoral segmentation and the complex communication channels used in the national branding of Poland (Szmytke, 2021).

Public diplomacy is important for Poland to communicate with other countries. In Poland, public diplomacy is called ""polyphonic" which translates to the presence of more than one actor/method of communication at the same time (Surowiec, 2020).

The key institution responsible for Poland's cultural diplomacy is the network of Polish Institutes subordinated to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Poland. Their main task is the promotion of Polish culture, language, and traditions, thus contributing to soft power resources of the country. In official policy documents, it is stressed that culture is one of the major means of public diplomacy, allowing interactions with foreign societies and shaping perceptions about the country (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Poland, 2012).

Lack of centralized and institutionalized practices creates limited cooperation and coordination in nation branding for Poland. Namely, institutional roles are decentralized, and coordination relies on soft instruments of control, such as cooperation and communication policies, but not hierarchical instruments (EUROSAI, n.d.; NIK, 2020). This results in a system of communication practices that is active in terms of implementation of nation branding but fragmented in terms of strategic aspects of such activities.

Businesses, diasporas, and individuals independently co-create Poland's international image, independent of state institutions. This reflects a wider conceptualization of nation branding where state and non-state actors participate equally in the international perception-building process (Surowiec, 2017). On the one hand, this ensures a broader scope of communication, but on the other hand, it complicates the coordination problem mentioned above.

Itan  is possible to conclude that Poland's digital and diplomatic nation branding practices demonstrate extensive and adaptive nature and involve multiple layers. However, a fragmented structural environment and low coordination capabilities restrain the effectiveness of these practices. At the same time, Poland's nation branding makes good use of a wide range of practices of digital diplomacy and public diplomacy. These practices are, however, fragmented due to the absence of a unified communication framework. This finding supports the conclusions arrived at in the previous section concerning the functionally successful but not fully consolidated nation branding practices of Poland.

4.6.3 Czech Republic

The Czech Republic is best classified as an example of an Industrial-Innovation Sustainability Model within Cluster IV. This type of model is typically found when there are interactions between an industrial tradition and an evolving institutional base. In such models, governance capacity develops over time due to continuity rather than rapid change. As a result, there is a predictable, stable governance environment that allows for the interaction of economic specialization and institutional reliability. The Czech case therefore provides evidence of how existing industrial strength can provide the basis for both governance performance and international status.

The Czech government’s governance system is built around parliamentary democracy in a unitary state system and has been based on an administratively stable framework since the post-Socialist era (Czech Ministry of the Interior, 2004). Compared to many other countries in Central and Eastern Europe, the Czech Republic exhibits a relatively high level of institutional sustainability and predictable policies (OECD, 2023). The Czech administration has historically relied on a wealth of professional knowledge and experience in the form of bureaucratic expertise and has been engaged in gradual policy development rather than attempting rapid structural changes in its approach to governance. Thus, the general nature of the Czech Republic’s governance style is geared towards achieving procedural stability and consistency (OECD, 2023; Bohle & Greskovits, 2012).

According to data collected by the Czech Statistical Office, the total population of the Czech Republic in 2024 was approximately 10.9 million (Czech Statistical Office, 2025). The Czech Republic’s economic model is largely oriented towards manufactured goods, including products such as automotive manufacturing (Mareš & Janíčko, 2021), mechanical engineering and electronics (European Commission, 2023, p. 6).

As a direct result of long-term industrial specialization in these areas, the country’s economic structure has been significantly shaped by the presence of manufactured goods. However, it is important to note that this type of specialization has affected not only the composition of the Czech economy, but also the broader context in which institutional capacity has developed. In particular, the high dependence on exports in terms of economic productivity makes industrial production a key determinant of economic outcomes. Furthermore, it has also contributed to how innovation systems are organised and how policy priorities are set (European Commission, 2023; OECD, 2023). However, this relationship reflects a process that depends on the gradual development of institutional capacity alongside the needs of an export-oriented industrial-based economy, rather than being the product of targeted institutional reform efforts. Furthermore, this development has led to a high degree of coherence between governance capabilities and economic structure.

Functionally, the Czech Republic operates as an integrated member state within the European Union. That is, EU membership serves as a strategic framework for the organisation of Czech economic and security policy. Also, the Czech Republic, as an EU member state, has gained significant recognition for its administrative capacity, especially through its presidency of the Council of the EU and the participation of national experts in EU-level governance processes, thereby establishing itself as a reliable and technically competent partner (Csanyi, 2025).

Public diplomacy plays an important role in promoting national branding in the Czech Republic. National branding serves as a tool for foreign policy objectives designed to promote positive perceptions of the Czech Republic among foreign actors. Public diplomacy serves as an indirect way to increase the international attractiveness of the Czech Republic (Cabada & Waisová, 2016).

However, the institutional organization of national branding activities in the Czech Republic is decentralized and lacks a clear strategic direction. The lack of clear coordination between organizations engaged in national branding activities limits the potential for creating a unified narrative about what the Czech national brand is (Fujita & Dinnie, 2010).

Nation branding in the Czech Republic is an integral part of public diplomacy and a tool of foreign policy to shape foreign perceptions and promote its attractiveness. At the same time, the organizational arrangements of nation branding in the country appear to be fragmented and poorly coordinated (Fujita & Dinnie, 2010). There are no clear strategies or narratives of nation branding (Fujita & Dinnie, 2010).

This study argues that the Czech Republic’s limited nation branding performance is not due to a lack of institutional capacity, but rather to structural weaknesses in strategic governance, including fragmentation, coordination deficits, and a technocratic policy-making culture.
Governance Context and Institutional Capacity

The governance model of the Czech Republic reflects post-socialist transformation, characterised by institutional stability and administrative effectiveness. As a unitary parliamentary democracy, the Czech State has a centralized political authority and decentralized administrative systems comprising regional and municipal self-governments. The combination of these two elements resulted in a governance structure that is institutionally solid and administratively efficient, but also extremely fragmented, and with limited strategic coordination capacity (Brem, 2001).

The Czech Republic's governance capacity is very connected to its economic model. Industrial production and export-oriented growth are the backbone of the Czech Republic's economy (Podkaminer, 2006). A highly competitive manufacturing base has been built up in the country thanks to investments made by foreign investors, the availability of a skilled workforce, and its integration into the European single market (IMF, 2004; ARL, n.d.). This type of economic model has provided continued economic growth and convergence to the EU average incomes.

The transition phase concluded with EU accession in 2004, and the nature of economic challenges has shifted for the country. Czech Republic 2030 - government’s long-term strategic framework recognises the need to change toward a sustainable, innovation-driven economy that enhances resilience and competitiveness (Government of the Czech Republic, 2017).

Furthermore, the Czech Republic's policy-making is characterized by a strong technocratic approach. Decisions taken during the policy-making process are usually made using knowledge acquired in law, economics, and public finances, which ensures that policies are implemented technically correctly and reliably. Recent efforts to develop evidence-informed policymaking show that there is awareness among policymakers about improving analytical capabilities 

Within the European Union, the Czech Republic acts as a reliable and compliant member state that has demonstrated an ability to implement EU policy directives and regulations effectively. The primary characteristics of the Czech Republic's actions within the EU are, however, limited agenda-setting and leadership. Rather than attempting to exert strategic influence, the Czech Republic seeks to act in a practical and consensual manner by coordinating and implementing EU policy directives, rather than setting them.

The Czech Republic possesses significant unexploited potential for nation branding, rooted in its credibility, stability, and economic power. Nevertheless, this potential is currently being under-exploited because there is no strategic governing framework or strategic capability for nation branding. Therefore the distinction between governance capacity (i.e. the Czech government's strength in implementing EU policy) and the lack of strategic capacity (i.e., the Czech government's inability to set an agenda for EU policy), forms a key element of how we view the Czech governance model.

Branding Governance Architecture 

Although public diplomacy and country promotion campaigns have been actively carried out by Czechia throughout the 1990s, these practices occurred under the supervision of MFA prior to 2000. The absence of a conceptual framework and the lack of strategic thinking regarding nation branding were among the key factors contributing to the inconsistent development of nation branding governance in the past. Thus, in the first instance, nation branding failed to be developed by means of an officially established and recognized governing body.

With branding becoming increasingly important as a concept, responsibilities started being distributed among the relevant entities, including CzechTourism, CzechInvest, and Czech Trade. As a result, a multi-actor system was created where the aforementioned institutions independently promoted the country according to their respective interests. Lack of official regulation of the process of nation branding and the absence of a single entity that could coordinate the efforts of all parties involved led to overlap in responsibilities of institutions. Poor coordination and communication were some of the most significant problems experienced in the course of the process.

There have been many attempts to achieve greater coordination and cooperation in regards to nation branding over the years, ranging from creation of unified visuals for nation branding to development of common documents guiding branding efforts. Yet, the results have been quite uneven, and a number of institutions have continued implementing their own marketing campaigns independently from each other. Some strategic documents have been developed in order to regulate branding practices. However, they remained unimplemented as it happens with many other documents issued by the government (Government of the Czech Republic, 2019).

Thus, the nature of the Czechia nation branding governance has been defined by the fact that responsibilities are divided into governmental institutions including MFA and ministries. Although MFA acts as a leading agency that coordinates external representation of Czechia, each of the other ministries and agencies maintains their independence and freedom to implement their activities related to promotion of Czechia as a nation. As a result, strategic direction of the process belongs to MFA whereas practical realization is conducted by individual organizations that operate in their respective spheres.

Furthermore, Czechia's nation branding governance has seen increasing levels of participation on the part of different types of entities. Private companies, civil society organizations, as well as governmental and semi-governmental agencies have taken part in creating and maintaining the image of the nation. The initiative "Good Morning, Czech Republic" demonstrates a shift towards networking as a method of collaboration in which all stakeholders work together to promote the nation and develop its image.

In response to the mentioned problems, current policy developments point to the importance of coordination and standardization. For example, a coordinated platform in the form of a Commission for Unified Presentation Abroad has been established. Standardized naming practice has also emerged, which implies using 'Czechia' in all foreign representations of the nation (CzechTourism, 2023). Finally, uniform standards for visual identities of Czechia government offices can be mentioned as yet another case of coordination in nation branding (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, 2025).

These examples of improvements also demonstrate that the structural problem in question remains unresolved. Firstly, the need to implement common visual identity and common naming practices indicates that inconsistencies in branding have been experienced for a relatively long time already. Secondly, even though there has been an effort to increase formalization of the coordination process, its efficiency still depends on the cooperation of different actors.

Another aspect of nation branding is its sectorial differences as demonstrated by a higher degree of institutionalization of tourism promotion in contrast to general nation branding. As a rule, promotion of tourism in Czechia occurs via CzechTourism. While individual sectorial brands continue to remain separate entities (e.g., CzechTourism, 2020), inconsistency will continue to prevent the development of an overarching image of the nation.

A new phase in the evolution of nation branding in Czechia began in 2025. That year, Czechia launched the "Good Morning, Czech Republic" project in collaboration with CzechCentres and major state promotional organizations. The objective of the campaign in question is the implementation of a coherent strategy for the coordination of communications concerning the promotion of Czechia. Comparing to the situation with previously existing sectoral agencies that worked on the promotion of their spheres rather loosely, "Good Morning" is a cooperative effort of stakeholders in a joint pursuit for efficient strategic planning.

Though this development can be viewed as a successful example of attempts to achieve coordination, the project remains far from addressing the fundamental issue with the fragmentation of nation branding governance in Czechia. Thus, "Good Morning, Czech Republic" represents an attempt of institutional improvement that is still in its infancy and that fails to address the issue with fragmented nation branding governance in the country.

In conclusion, it can be stated that Czechia's nation branding governance system is a hybrid multi-actor system that combines centralized coordination with decentralized implementation. Despite efforts of the government to standardize and consolidate nation branding governance system, persistent problems remain. Therefore it can be concluded that nation branding governance is an area requiring further development.

Strategic Narrative Orientation  

Historically, the strategic narrative of Czechia has seen some development from the heritage-based identification into a more functional and innovative identity positioning; yet, this evolution is only partly realized. At the initial stage of nation branding, when tourism campaigns were particularly prevalent (2000s), the external image of the country was largely constructed around Prague, heritage, and cultural symbols. For example, the campaign titled "Czech Repub like it. A lot." is illustrative of this phase and represents an experience-focused and emotionally charged communication strategy lacking the strategic positioning (CzechTourism, 2012).

This configuration of narrative played a considerable role in developing a limited and externally defined image for the country, in which it is largely positioned within tourism-related aspects, such as historical legacy, architecture, and drinking. In the more recent literature on nation branding, this aspect of the country's image abroad is clearly acknowledged. Namely, foreign observers tend to identify Czechia with nature, heritage, and beer production, while any associations with innovation, technology, or science appear to be absent (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, 2024). Thus, an identity-image discrepancy exists, according to which the self-defined characteristics of the country do not correspond to its externally recognized features.

To remedy this situation, Czechia has attempted to develop a new narrative framework based on various strategic documents and initiatives. One particularly important turning point can be regarded as the adoption of the Innovation Strategy 2019–2030. Within the scope of this strategy, the country is presented as "The Country for the Future" in which innovation, research, and development are major components of national identity (Government of the Czech Republic, 2019). This implies a shift toward functional identification where national image is largely defined through economic, scientific, and technological competencies.

The development of a structured framework of national branding is also an essential characteristic of this shift. As one such example, the initiative titled "Made in Czechia" includes five pillars of the national narrative, namely, human capital ("country for smart people"), culture and creativity, quality of life, tourism, and international cooperation (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, n.d.). Therefore the country seems to strive for creating a multidimensional and modular structure of its national narrative in order to be able to address multiple stakeholders while still remaining coherent.

Additionally, the latest national initiatives related to the topic of nation branding demonstrate efforts to develop a national story in which the country combines historical identity with modern trends. This is exemplified by the campaign named "Good Morning, Czech Republic" designed to engage citizens in defining the country's identity through shared values, modernization, and innovation (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, 2024). Overall, Czechia seeks to present itself to the world as a country in which heritage and innovation are interconnected and in which citizens have a good standard of living and economic opportunities.

Although some progress has been achieved in aligning the country's narrative with its policies, there are still considerable discrepancies in terms of consistency and coherence. Indeed, the current policy documents clearly state that the major priorities of the country are innovation, economic competitiveness, and market integration, thus demonstrating significant alignment between the two approaches (Government of the Czech Republic, 2019). However, tourism-based communication continues dominating, and the efforts towards the development of consistent narrative lack sufficient coordination.

Typologically speaking, the hybrid structure of Czechia's narrative may include such dimensions as:

Functional aspects, including innovation, investment, and economic performance

Symbolic aspects, referring to culture, history, and national identity

Normative aspects, including European integration, international cooperation, and modern statehood

This hybridity reflects a combination of historical traditions and current trends, but it also results in inconsistency as the country's identity is being developed from multiple directions and through various angles.

Overall, Czechia demonstrates significant progress in shifting the focus from tourism to a more multifunctional and future-oriented identification in terms of branding strategy. The efforts to define the country's identity in accordance with its priorities and needs have already led to considerable success, but the problem of inconsistent narrative projection persists.

The development of "Good Morning, Czech Republic" initiative is also indicative of a change in the country's narrative orientation. Unlike the previous approach which was mostly concerned with implicit and external associations, the current initiative aims to define the country's story in a more explicit and active manner. By involving citizens in the process of identifying values and strengths of the country, the government attempts to build a national story.

Competitive Positioning within the European Union

It is possible to say that Czechia represents an example of a nation that is deeply integrated into the economic and political systems of the European Union, while simultaneously displaying caution and a sense of sovereignty towards any new moves towards further integration. Since joining the EU in 2004, the country has demonstrated strong administrative skills in implementing EU legislation and participating in the Single Market, establishing itself as a reliable player.

At the same time, Czechia’s attitude toward EU membership has become more ambivalent and sceptical over time. The country demonstrates a form of reluctant Europeanism, where structural integration coexists with caution towards further political and institutional integration into the EU system. From an institutional point of view, the Czech Republic is actively involved in EU institutions, although its role can be described as that of a coordinator or facilitator rather than a leading actor.

As far as Czechia's membership within the European Union is concerned, it is possible to speak about differentiated integration. The country has adopted the Schengen acquis but continues using the national currency, demonstrating a case of asymmetric integration.

Economic competitiveness is the main strength of the Czech Republic within the European Union. The country has a developed industrial sector, enjoys the advantage of having skilled labour force and its geographical location makes it possible for it to become integrated into European value chains, making the Czech Republic's economy integrated into those value chains. Thus, Czechia's economy becomes embedded in European economies.

Consequently, due to reliance upon exports to maintain its economy, the economy of Czechia remains dependent upon external demand and variability of demand from western Europe; thus, it is not capable of playing a leading role in initiating EU processes or initiatives. 

Strategically, the Czech Republic is committed to balancing between participation in EU processes and maintaining independence. Therefore Czechia's position within the European Union is reactive.

With regards to branding, Czechia demonstrates strong governance performance and can be perceived as a stable, predictable, and economically competent member of the EU. However, the position it seeks to project is not explicit or clearly defined, and the country does not follow a particular strategic line. As a result, branding remains passive, and there is a gap between performance and perception.

In conclusion, the competitive position of Czechia within the EU presupposes economic competitiveness complemented by non-strategic articulation. While being an important actor within EU affairs, Czechia is not committed to any clear goals, which limits its capabilities of nation branding.

Digital and Diplomatic Mediation
The international projection of the Czech Republic does not follow any official branding campaign. In fact, the lack of a centrally designed nation branding system means that international projection is managed in an embedded way via institutions and through the country's participation in international politics (Kubát et al., 2016). As opposed to those nations that use complex and strategically sound approaches to nation branding, the Czech Republic is more concerned about its involvement in international institutions and economic performance.

Accordingly, the country's mediation logic can be considered as networked and indirect.

As mentioned before, the process of international projection is not formally separated from other aspects of foreign policy governance in the Czech Republic. Public diplomacy is coordinated by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Czechia via its Public Diplomacy Department, which exists with the aim of promoting the country and ensuring that the state achieves success in foreign affairs (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, n.d.-a).

The adoption of such an approach implies the subordination of international projection to diplomatic tasks. Although this creates alignment with foreign policy goals, it may also mean a lack of focus on branding. Additionally, a weak conceptual background and poor capacity may be seen as other reasons explaining why Czechia does not have a clear and long-term strategy for brand-building (Culková, 2023).

The comparative synthesis presented in Table 7 consolidates the findings across Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic, highlighting how variations in governance configuration shape divergent yet consistently constrained nation branding outcomes within Cluster IV.

Table 7 Cluster IV Comparative Synthesis: Governance Capacity and Branding Constraints

	Dimension
	Hungary
	Poland
	Czech Republic
	Cluster IV Insight

	Governance Logic
	Centralised state mobilisation
	Transitional executive coordination
	Stable technocratic governance
	Governance prioritises control

 adaptation

 or stability over branding strategy

	Institutional Driver
	Executive control and economic strategy
	Post-socialist transition and EU integration
	Industrial continuity and administrative expertise
	Institutional trajectories shape uneven branding capacity

	Digitalisation Level
	Limited strategic role
	Moderate but fragmented
	Limited emphasis
	Digitalisation is not a defining driver of branding in this cluster

	Trust Mechanism
	State-delivered performance
	Economic growth and adaptability
	Administrative reliability
	Trust exists but is not systematically translated into brand value

	Branding Logic
	Policy-driven economic branding
	Fragmented and sectoral branding
	Weak and underdeveloped branding
	Branding is secondary to governance and economic priorities

	Strategic Narrative
	Investment and connectivity focus
	Economic growth and modernization
	Hybrid but inconsistent (innovation vs heritage)
	Narratives are functional but lack coherence

	International Role
	Investment destination and connector
	Regional actor and EU participant
	Reliable but non-leading EU member
	Influence is functional rather than strategic

	Branding Architecture
	Centralised and state-led
	Fragmented multi-actor
	Hybrid but weakly coordinated
	Different structures but all lack full strategic integration

	Key Strength
	Strong coordination and policy alignment
	Economic performance and regional engagement
	Institutional stability and credibility
	Governance capacity is present across all cases

	Key Limitation
	Narrow and instrumental narrative
	Lack of coordination and consistency
	Lack of strategic direction and visibility
	Branding underperforms due to weak strategic articulation


While all three cases demonstrate strong or improving governance capacity, this does not translate into coherent nation branding outcomes. Instead, Cluster IV represents governance systems in which branding is subordinated to economic and administrative priorities rather than developed as an autonomous strategic field.

This comparison further indicates that the transformation from governance capacity to branding effectiveness is contingent upon strategic coordination, which remains incomplete across all three cases.

4.7 Comparative Synthesis of Governance–Branding Configurations in the EU

Nevertheless, a pattern can be identified in terms of the interrelationship between governance structures and the outcome of nation branding in the countries under study, regardless of their differing levels of institutional capacity, political organization, and strategic priority.

Firstly, the results show that while effective nation branding depends in part on the level of capacity of governance systems, the key determining factor seems to be rather the level of alignment between the structural aspect of governance, its coordination, and strategic narrative construction. This implies that, broadly speaking, there seem to be four possible types of nation branding systems, each of which constitutes a different position along a continuum defined by the concept of governance-branding alignment.

In the first cluster, governance structures and coordination mechanisms are highly aligned with the strategic narrative construction process. The process of nation branding is thus integrated into the process of governance to the extent that branding becomes a coherent and coordinated function of state action. Nation branding outcomes become stable, strategically organized, and effectively projected.

In the second cluster, the level of governance system's capacity is extremely high, whereas the level of its alignment is insufficient. In such states, resources necessary for nation branding – based, among others, on cultural and industrial capital, as well as state institutional capacity and economic performance – exist in abundance; however, they are not sufficiently coordinated within a single governance structure. This means that nation branding is extremely effective in such states yet structurally misaligned. For instance, Italy uses its cultural and industrial capital to compensate for the lack of effective governance; France exhibits highly developed nation branding processes yet struggles with problems of credibility and societally driven misalignment; finally, Germany's highly reliable institutional capacity produces an image of trustworthiness in the face of lack of an adequate strategic narrative. In each of these examples, nation branding outcomes are highly effective, albeit partial.

The third cluster exemplifies governance structures where the level of alignment between its component parts and nation branding processes is partial. Namely, although strategic coordination takes place, it occurs together with a number of factors preventing it from reaching a certain level of efficiency. These may include, for example, the persistence of fragmented institutional structure or conflicting narratives.

Finally, in the fourth cluster, governance structures are transitional, meaning that they cannot yet provide sufficient alignment between the internal aspects of nation branding and its projection externally. The key problem here seems to be the insufficiency of institutionalization of nation branding as a strategically driven domain, which leads to a fragmented and incoherent process of coordination and narrative construction.

Consequently, the diversity of the results of nation branding within the EU seems to depend upon the level of coordination between governance systems and their processes. That is, the key distinguishing feature is the extent to which a nation branding process is aligned with the governance structure, and not whether such branding actually takes place.

5. Chapter: Measuring Country Branding and Governance Performance
5.1 Introduction

Efforts to measure and compare country brands and national competitiveness have produced a variety of indices, each grounded in different theoretical and methodological assumptions. Some indices measure how countries are perceived by international audiences, while others focus on economic performance, competitiveness, soft power, governance quality, digital visibility, or sector-specific outcomes such as tourism and investment.

This chapter examines these existing approaches in order to position the Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI) developed in this dissertation. The purpose is not only to describe existing rankings but also to understand what they measure, how they measure it, and where their limitations appear from this study's perspective.

The need for measurement is directly connected to the dissertation's central argument. If country branding is understood as a governance-dependent process, then country branding cannot be assessed only through slogans, campaigns, or perception surveys. It is also necessary to consider the governance capacity, institutional performance, policy coherence, and developmental conditions that support or weaken the country brand.

Existing measurement tools provide important insights. The Anholt-Ipsos Nation Brands Index, for example, captures perceptions of country image across dimensions such as exports, governance, culture, people, tourism, and investment. Brand Finance and the Global Soft Power Index combine reputational and influence-related dimensions with economic valuation. The World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Index, although not a branding index, measures many of the institutional and economic conditions that shape a country’s attractiveness. Other tools, such as FutureBrand, RepTrak, the Good Country Index, and Bloom Consulting’s Country Brand Ranking, also contribute different ways of evaluating country image, reputation, performance, and visibility.

However, these indices do not all measure the same thing. Some are perception-based, others are performance-based, and some use hybrid approaches. Perception-based indices are useful because a country brand exists in the minds of audiences. At the same time, performance-based indicators are necessary because perceptions are shaped by real governance, economic, social, and institutional conditions. This creates an important methodological issue for country branding research: how can perception and performance be connected in a more integrated way?

This chapter argues that existing indices are useful but incomplete for the specific purpose of this dissertation. Many of them measure either image, reputation, soft power, competitiveness, or sectoral performance. They do not fully capture the relationship between governance capacity and country branding performance as an integrated process.

For this reason, this dissertation develops the Country Branding and Governance Index. The CBGI does not aim to replace existing indices. Rather, it is designed to complement them by bringing together governance-related and branding-related indicators in one comparative framework. In this way, the CBGI supports the broader argument of the dissertation that country branding depends not only on communication visibility, but also on institutional quality, policy coherence, and governance capacity.

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, it reviews the main existing approaches to measuring country branding, soft power, competitiveness, and reputation. Second, it compares perception-based, performance-based, and hybrid forms of measurement. Third, it identifies the measurement gap that justifies the development of the CBGI. Finally, it presents the conceptual and methodological design of the index and explains how it supports the qualitative findings of the dissertation.

5.2 existing approaches to measuring country brand and competitiveness


There are several existing approaches to measuring country branding, reputation, soft power, and competitiveness. These indices are useful because they show how countries are compared internationally and how the national image is translated into measurable categories. At the same time, they are based on different assumptions. Some focus mainly on perception, some on economic and institutional performance, and others combine both.

For this dissertation, reviewing these indices is important because the Country Branding and Governance Index (CBGI) is not developed in isolation. It builds on the strengths of existing approaches, while addressing their limitations from a governance perspective.

5.2.1 Anholt-Ipsos Nation Brands Index
One of the earliest and most influential measures of country image is the Anholt-Ipsos Nation Brands Index (NBI). Developed by Simon Anholt and launched in 2005, the NBI is fundamentally a perception-based index (Anholt, 2005; Anholt, 2007). It measures how countries are viewed by international audiences and evaluates national image across six dimensions that form Anholt’s Nation Brand Hexagon (Anholt, 2007).

These dimensions are exports, governance, culture, people, tourism, immigration, and investment. Exports refer to the public’s image of a country’s products and services and the extent to which the country is perceived as producing high-quality goods. Governance refers to perceptions of government competence, fairness, and international responsibility. Culture captures appreciation of cultural heritage and contemporary culture, including arts, entertainment, and sports. People refer to the reputation of the population in terms of friendliness, education, and personal attributes. Tourism measures the level of interest and the appeal the country holds as a travel destination. Immigration and investment capture the country’s attractiveness as a place to live, work, study, or invest (Anholt, 2007; Ipsos, 2024)

The NBI is important because it directly measures reputation. It captures how countries exist in the minds of external audiences. For example, it can show whether a country is admired for its culture, trusted for its governance, or associated with high-quality exports. This reflects Anholt’s argument that a country brand exists in the perceptions of audiences and must therefore be studied through reputation and image (Anholt, 2007, 2010).

Its main strength is that it provides a broad picture of national image. It is also useful because it treats country branding as multidimensional rather than reducing it to tourism or promotion. However, the NBI also has limitations. Since it is based on perception surveys, it may be affected by respondent bias, media coverage, familiarity, stereotypes, and short-term political events (Fan, 2010). It measures how countries are perceived, but it does not directly measure whether those perceptions correspond to actual governance or policy performance.

For this dissertation, the NBI is relevant because it includes governance as one of the dimensions of country reputation. However, it remains primarily an image-based tool. This creates space for the CBGI, which seeks to connect branding-related performance more directly with governance capacity.

5.2.2 Brand Finance Nation Brands Ranking and Global Soft Power Index

Another important approach is provided by Brand Finance, which measures national brands through a combination of reputation, economic valuation, and soft power. Unlike the NBI, which focuses primarily on perception, Brand Finance attempts to estimate the economic value of a country brand (Brand Finance, 2024)

Brand Finance produces national brand value rankings and also develops the Global Soft Power Index. The Nation Brands Ranking estimates how much a country’s brand contributes to its economy, while the Global Soft Power Index focuses on influence, reputation, familiarity, and attraction (Brand Finance, 2024 [verify); Brand Finance, 2025 ). This approach reflects the broader view that national reputation functions as an intangible asset, similar to corporate brand value.

This approach is useful because it links reputation to economic value. It treats the country brand as a form of intangible capital. Brand Finance uses a mix of survey data and economic indicators, including elements such as business and trade, governance, international relations, culture and heritage, education, and media presence (Brand Finance, 2024 ). .

The strength of this approach is that it connects country image to economic relevance. It is attractive for policymakers because it expresses national brand value in monetary terms and provides a clear ranking of national brand strength. However, it also has limitations. Since brand value is strongly connected to economic size, larger economies often have an advantage. In addition, converting reputation into monetary value requires several methodological assumptions.

For this dissertation, Brand Finance is relevant because it shows that country branding is connected to economic credibility and soft power. However, it does not fully explain how governance structures produce or sustain branding capacity. This is one of the reasons why the CBGI focuses not only on brand value, but also on the governance conditions behind country branding performance.

5.2.3 World Economic Forum Global Competitiveness Index


The World Economic Forum Global Competitiveness Index (GCI) is not a country branding index in the direct sense, but it is relevant for this study because it measures the institutional and economic conditions that influence country attractiveness. The GCI evaluates the set of institutions, policies, and factors that determine national productivity and prosperity (World Economic Forum, 2019).

The GCI framework traditionally includes pillars such as institutions, infrastructure, macroeconomic stability, health, education and skills, market efficiency, financial development, business dynamism, and innovation capability (World Economic Forum, 2019). These elements are not branding indicators by themselves, but they shape the real conditions behind a country’s attractiveness.

The relevance of the GCI for country branding is that a country’s brand cannot be separated from real performance. A country with strong institutions, reliable infrastructure, innovation capacity, and macroeconomic stability is more likely to be perceived as attractive for investment, talent, and business. This connects to the wider argument in country branding literature that national image is shaped by real attributes and performance, not only by communication (Kotler & Gertner, 2002; Anholt, 2008).

However, the GCI does not measure image or reputation directly. It is a competitiveness and performance index rather than a branding index. It tells us about the conditions that may support a strong country brand, but it does not tell us how the country is perceived or how effectively it communicates its strengths.

For this dissertation, the GCI is important because it supports the argument that branding needs a performance base. It helps show that governance and competitiveness indicators are part of the real foundation of country branding.

5.2.4 FutureBrand Country Index, RepTrak, and the Good Country Index

Other rankings also contribute to the measurement of country image and reputation.

The FutureBrand Country Index treats countries as brands and evaluates them through perception-based categories such as awareness, familiarity, associations, preference, consideration, and advocacy (FutureBrand, 2020 ). It focuses on how audiences move from knowing a country to preferring, visiting, investing in, or recommending it. This approach is close to the marketing idea of brand equity, where awareness and associations influence behaviour (Aaker, 1991).

The Country RepTrak or similar reputation-based models measure countries through admiration, trust, esteem, and emotional connection (Reputation Institute, 2019 ). These approaches are useful because they focus on reputational capital and show how countries are evaluated by external publics.

The Good Country Index, associated with Simon Anholt, takes a different approach. It does not measure branding in the traditional sense. Instead, it evaluates how much countries contribute to global public goods, including areas such as science, culture, peace, climate, and international cooperation (Anholt, 2020; Good Country Index, 2024 ). This makes it more objective and value-oriented than perception-based reputation indices.

These approaches show that country branding measurement is not one single field. Some tools focus on emotional reputation, others on country contribution, others on global visibility or preference. Each provides a different angle, but none of them fully integrates governance capacity and branding performance in the way this dissertation requires.

5.2.5 Bloom Consulting Country Brand Ranking

Bloom Consulting’s Country Brand Ranking offers another important approach. Unlike perception-based indices, Bloom’s methodology focuses more on behavioural, economic, and digital indicators. It separates country branding into specific fields, especially tourism and trade or investment (Bloom Consulting, 2024)
This is important because a country may have a strong tourism brand but a weaker investment brand, or the opposite. Bloom’s approach therefore treats country branding as sector-specific rather than as one general reputation score.

Bloom Consulting uses indicators such as tourism arrivals, tourism receipts, foreign direct investment flows, digital demand, online search behaviour, and the alignment between official branding strategy and market demand (Bloom Consulting, 2024 ). Its Digital Demand tool is particularly relevant because it shows how online behaviour can reveal interest in a country.

The strength of Bloom’s approach is that it connects branding with actual behaviour and economic outcomes. It does not only ask what people think about a country, but also examines what people search for, where they travel, and where investment flows. This makes it more performance-oriented than purely perception-based indices.

However, Bloom’s approach also has limitations. It focuses mainly on specific sectors and does not provide a broader governance-based explanation of country branding. It is useful for tourism and investment strategy, but it does not fully capture the institutional and governance conditions that support country branding as a wider public governance process.

For this dissertation, Bloom Consulting is relevant because it shows the importance of behavioural and digital indicators. It supports the idea that country branding should be measured not only through perception, but also through performance and demand. However, the CBGI goes further by connecting these elements with governance quality and institutional capacity.

5.2.6 Summary of Existing Measurement Approaches

Taken together, existing indices show that country branding and competitiveness can be measured in different ways. The Anholt-Ipsos NBI and FutureBrand focus mainly on perceptions (Anholt, 2007; FutureBrand, 2020 ). Brand Finance combines perception with economic valuation and soft power (Brand Finance, 2024 ). The World Economic Forum measures competitiveness and institutional performance (World Economic Forum, 2019). Bloom Consulting focuses on sectoral performance, digital demand, and behavioural indicators (Bloom Consulting, 2024 ). The Good Country Index measures contribution to global public goods (Good Country Index, 2024).

These tools are valuable because they make countries comparable. They also show that national image is multidimensional and connected to tourism, investment, governance, culture, people, exports, and international influence.

However, they also reveal a measurement gap. Most existing indices measure either image, reputation, competitiveness, soft power, or sector-specific performance. They do not fully integrate governance capacity with country branding performance. This gap is important for this dissertation because the main argument is that country branding depends on governance quality, policy coherence, institutional coordination, and credible performance.

5.3 Construction of the CBGI

To be finalized later

5.4 Interpretation and Comparison with Case Studies

To be finalized later
Conclusion
To be finalized later
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