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Abstract 
 

Purpose 

This thesis investigates the question “How do Danish students perceive the British nation brand 

image in the current socio-political context of Brexit, and what are the possible implications of this?”.  

 

Method 

An empirical investigation in the form of qualitative semi-structured interviews has been 

conducted with Danish CBS students to obtain their perceptions of and attitudes towards Britain’s 

current nation brand image and reputation.  

 

Findings 

The research findings indicated that Britain has a generally positive nation brand image amongst 

the students, however, perceptions of their people and government severely let the nation brand 

down, where the government was perceived as incompetent and childish in their dealings with 

Brexit negotiations, and the British people were viewed as both friendly but unwelcoming to 

foreigners. The implications of these perceptions are not only an overall erosion of the British 

nation brand, but they also have wider implications for the likelihood of people to move to the UK 

long-term for work.  

 

With these findings in mind, it is recommended that Britain work towards rebuilding its damaged 

reputation by agreeing on a unified British identity and collectively communicating this to the 

world. 
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1. Introduction 
As the world is becoming more globalised, countries are ever more competing with each other 

for the attention of consumers, tourists, investors, students, business people and international 

media (Anholt, 2007). In order to tackle this competitive marketplace, most nations are turning 

towards marketing and branding techniques to manage and promote their competitive advantage 

in the global arena. As a result, the concept of nation branding – whereby a nation is treated like a 

brand – has become a growing field of interest for academics and practitioners alike. The concept 

of applying traditional branding techniques to something as complex as an entire country is 

intriguing and was what initially sparked the interest in this research topic. Britain is one of the 

many nations currently engaged in nation branding activities and is the focus of this thesis. Taking 

the current political climate in Britain into account, the unavoidable question became, would 

Brexit influence the perceptions of Britain’s nation brand? Brexit is the cornerstone of what makes 

this thesis insightful, relevant and valid, and it is what elevates this study from a simple nation 

brand perception study to one that is contextualised in contemporary politics and culture. 

 

1.1. Background: Britain and Brexit 

Since this thesis is about perceptions of the British nation brand image in the context of Brexit, 

it makes sense to first briefly summarise Brexit and then introduce the current nation branding 

campaign that Great Britain operates.  

 

1.1.1. Brexit Summary 

Brexit, a portmanteau of the words “Britain” and “exit”, refers to the decision of the United 

Kingdom to withdraw from the European Union. On June 23rd 2016, the British public voted in a 

referendum that would set a course of action that nobody could have predicted. After more than 

three years of debate and negotiation, the British government is still unable to settle on a 

withdrawal agreement, a struggle which has already cost the country one prime minister and seen 

numerous rejected divorce deals – Theresa May resigned in May after unsuccessfully getting her 

divorce deals put through parliament (Mueller, 2019). May’s deal had promised, amongst other 

things, that Brexit would end free movement between Europe and Britain, which was a triumph 

for some working-class people who see immigration as a threat to their jobs, but dispiriting for 

many young Britons hoping to study or work abroad (Mueller, 2019). The Brexit vote has created 

a chasm between the British people in favour of leaving the EU and those who wish to remain. 

Negotiating a deal that pleases all parties involved has so far been impossible and has instead 

brought forth an unprecedented amount of xenophobic tendencies amongst the British people. 
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After May’s resignation, Boris Johnson took over as her successor in July and his first few 

months as Prime Minister were chaotic to say the least. There was outrage as Boris announced his 

insistence on pulling the UK from the EU on October 31st, even without a formal agreement – the 

important thing is to “get Brexit done”, deal or no deal. However, opposition lawmakers and rebels 

in Boris’ own party seized control of the Brexit process and blocked a no-deal withdrawal, while 

Boris’ own brother resigned (Mueller, 2019). In response, Johnson prorogued parliament just 

before the new deadline of October 31st, meaning all work on legislation going through parliament 

halted and no decisions on Brexit could be made (Belam & Elgot, 2019). On October 17th Johnson 

announces a draft divorce deal, however, the Democratic Unionist Party of Northern Ireland, 

whom the Conservative party relied on for their majority, rejected the deal as it would sever them 

economically from the rest of the UK.  

 

Similarly, the main opposition party, Labour, also rejects the deal, instead wanting to put the 

agreement to a public vote, thereby allowing the British people to either support leaving the EU 

on Johnson’s terms or reversing Brexit all together (Mueller, 2019). With his deal rejected in 

parliament, Johnson is forced to seek an extension on Article 50 with the EU, something he has 

been deeply opposed to doing and would rather be “dead in a ditch” than do (Proctor & Walker, 

2019). The EU agrees to the new deadline of January 31st and a general election is set for the 12th 

December. Despite a second opportunity to reverse Brexit and huge international disdain for 

Boris Johnson, at home in Britain Boris’ unwavering optimism and determination in getting Brexit 

done is popular with pro-Brexiteers, leading Jonson’s conservative party to a landslide win while 

Labour suffers a loss they haven’t seen in years. A draft withdrawal deal for the UK’s departure 

from the EU has been negotiated, which if accepted by parliament means that the UK will formally 

leave the EU on January 31st, but Boris still needs to negotiate the terms of a future relationship 

with the EU (BBC News, 2019).  

 

With the deadline for the UK to leave the EU by January 31st, the question now remains, what 

will happen next and how will Brexit influence Britain’s nation brand image and international 

reputation, if it hasn’t already? The question of Brexit’s outcome is an instrumental factor in the 

motivation behind this thesis and what sparked the curiosity in how it might impact Britain’s 

future nation brand image. 
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1.1.2. The “GREAT Britain” Campaign 

For the sake of clarity, it is important to distinguish between Great Britain (England, Scotland 

and Wales) and the United Kingdom (England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland). They are 

not all the same but often used interchangeably, even I as the researcher at times mixed up the 

terms, particularly during the interviewing process. The British nation branding campaign aims 

to brand Great Britain or simply Britain, hence the name the “GREAT campaign”. Brexit on the 

other hand concerns the UK, including Northern Ireland. 

  

In 2011, Great Britain launched an ambitious long-term tourism strategy, “Delivering a 

Golden Legacy: a growth strategy for inbound tourism”, which over the years has evolved into a 

nation branding strategy. The strategy aims to attract 40 million international visitors a year, 

spending £31.5 billion, by 2020 (VisitBritain, n.d.-b). The strategy sees VisitBritain collaborating 

with various stakeholders, including the travel industry, government departments and agencies 

to deliver on their growth potential within the decade (ibid.). To deliver on the Golden Legacy 

strategy, a multi-million nation-brand image building campaign, called the “GREAT Britain” 

campaign, was introduced with the aim of boosting Britain’s image overseas, increasing the desire 

to travel there, turning that desire into bookings, encouraging visitors to explore all of Britain, and 

adding value to the UK tourism industry and economy (VisitBritain, n.d.-c). In order to remain 

competitive in the global tourism market, the campaign aims to promote Britain by showing the 

world that Britain is GREAT through the themes of culture, heritage, sport, music, countryside, 

food and shopping (VisitBritain, n.d.-c). The campaign has VisitBritain working strategically with 

other public diplomacy partners, including the Foreign & Commonwealth Office (FCO), 

Department for International Trade and British Council.  

 

1.2. Relationship Between Britain and Denmark 

Denmark and the United Kingdom have historically always had a strong relationship, both 

politically and socio-economically, sharing many common values. Both countries joined the 

European Union together in 1973, in fact, Denmark even applied for membership earlier but 

withdrew when the UK was rejected (Petersen, 2018). Since then, they have been strong trading 

partners and allies within the EU. While traditionally always advocates of the European Union, 

both countries tend to be the most Eurosceptic member countries with their four opt-outs. They 

both wanted monetary stability but not the euro, they both have unique justice and home affairs 

opt-outs, and while Denmark wanted the safety of the EU umbrella but not to be part of defence 

policy, the UK wanted to be in the single market, but equally wanted to have more control over its 
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borders by opting out of Schengen (Petersen, 2018). The two nations have always exchanged 

culture, people and goods, with 30,000 Danes living in the UK and 18,000 Brits doing the same in 

Denmark (Department for Exiting the EU, 2017).  When the UK and Denmark joined the EU the 

UK was Denmark’s largest trading partner, and although they are now 5th, Britain still accounts 

for approximately 6 percent of Danish exports, with trade between the two nations at over £10 

billion a year (Department for Exiting the EU, 2017; Kelstrup & Jensen, 2018).  

 

Since Denmark and the UK are such strong trade partners, Brexit is likely to have significant 

consequences for the Danish economy, with estimates suggesting that Denmark will lose between 

0.5-2 percent of its GDP because of Brexit (Kelstrup & Jensen, 2018; The Local, 2018). Similarly, 

the thousands of Danes living and studying in the UK will be impacted as well, with the likelihood 

of higher tuition fees and the loss of EU funding schemes. More significantly though is the 

realisation that Denmark does not have any other close allies within the EU, and so with the UK 

leaving, Denmark will not only lose a strong voice in the EU promoting similar interests, but it will 

also lose a friend in an environment where Denmark currently has fewer friends than it used to 

(Nissen, 2016). Since the Brexit vote, Danish ministers have travelled the European continent 

looking to create new alliances and consolidate existing ones, which has proven a challenging task.  

 

The strong and intertwined relationship between the two nations is what makes this thesis 

particularly relevant and valid during this time. With the outcome of Brexit likely to influence 

Denmark in economic, social and even political ways, the future relationship between Denmark 

and the UK is put in question. Will Danish perceptions of Britain influence how they do business 

with them, travel to the country and even engage with the people change? And what will happen 

to the many Danes currently living in the UK – what do they make of this? 

 

1.3. Research Question 

The motivation for this thesis is a combination of curiosity and fascination with the current 

Brexit predicament and its relevance for the future relationship between the UK and Denmark. 

Nation branding strategies have long been implemented and there is a growing amount of 

literature on the subject of managing a country’s brand, however, research on country perceptions 

remains an underlooked field. It is therefore my hope that this thesis can contribute to the body 

of knowledge within the field of nation brand image. The purpose of this thesis is to explore the 

perceptions that Danes, specifically Danish students, have of Britain’s nation brand and the 

possible implications this might have for future students as well as the relationship between 
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Denmark and the UK. In order to investigate this, the following research question has been 

created: 

 

How do Danish students perceive the British nation brand image in the current socio-

political context of Brexit, and what are the possible implications of this? 

 

The aim of this thesis is not to explore if and how Brexit has influenced perceptions, although 

it is expected that Brexit will have implications for the respondents’ perceptions of the British 

nation brand image. On the contrary, this thesis attempts to explore how Danish students perceive 

the current British nation brand image and how they make sense of Brexit in relation to that 

image.  

 

1.4. Delimitations 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore perceptions of the British nation-brand image within 

the current context of Brexit. Therefore, the focus is on the consumer side of the topic, looking 

specifically at people’s perception of the brand, rather than the strategic side, which focuses on 

the development and implementation of the nation brand. An analysis of the current British nation 

branding campaign would have been a possible alternative topic, however, it was deemed that an 

analysis of perceptions and attitudes would be more interesting and provide more fruitful data, 

particularly within the context of Brexit. Furthermore, the current British nation-brand campaign 

has been ongoing since the 2012 London Olympics, meaning that it is not a new plan and 

consequently an analysis of the strategy would not provide a new angle on this topic. 

Subsequently, as the thesis concerns perceptions of a nation brand and not the strategic creation 

of nation brands, the theoretical framework focuses more on nation brand image and perceptions 

than on nation brand identity, although identity is still pertinent for the analysis. 

 

In terms of the subject of the study, ‘people’ would have been far too broad a sample and thus 

simply infeasible to research, especially for a qualitative study. Therefore, Denmark was chosen 

as the country of interest, although any other country could have been a relevant choice. However, 

due to the aforementioned geographical, socio-economic and political factors that link Denmark 

and the UK together, as well as issues regarding access to data, Denmark seemed the obvious and 

most beneficial choice. Moreover, considering that this thesis is written in Denmark, researching 

Danish people’s perceptions is far more feasible than any other country as there is direct access 

to the sample via Danish universities and other contacts. Similarly, regarding the sample, there 
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are a number of alternatives to Danish students: Danish travellers, Danish businesses wanting to 

invest in Britain, Danes who wish to work in Britain etc. Any of these samples would have been 

possible to research as opposed to Danish students, however, the issue of Brexit might not have 

been as relevant for them, particularly travellers. In order to answer the research question, it was 

decided that the sample required a more nuanced knowledge of Britain than the average holiday 

maker and must have some understanding of Brexit. 

 

1.5. Structure of Thesis 

In Chapter 2 the literature pertaining to nation branding will be introduced and reviewed, 

including the evolution and application of traditional product and services branding theories to 

nation branding as a concept. Chapter 3 outlines the theories that make up the theoretical 

framework applied to analyse the findings, while Chapter 4 describes and explains the 

methodology applied in this thesis, including the research design process and data collection & 

analysis methods utilised. After the theory and methodology have been outlined, the analysis of 

the research findings will be explored in depth in Chapter 5, which is sub-divided into six main 

nation branding themes. The implications of the findings will be discussed in Chapter 6 followed 

by the conclusion, as well as the research limitations and possible future research possibilities in 

Chapter 7. 

 

 

2. Literature Review 
 

 In this section, an integrative review of the relevant literature in the field of branding and its 

subsequent development into nation branding will be conducted. The two fields are very much 

interlinked as the foundations of nation branding are built upon traditional branding literature. 

Therefore, in order to discuss nation branding as a concept, it makes sense to first address 

traditional branding literature. This literature review is by no means a comprehensive appraisal 

of the field of branding, as branding is exceptionally broad. Instead, this literature review will 

critically explore the evolution of the nation branding field, from traditional product & service 

branding, to corporate branding, and eventually to nation branding. 

 

2.1. Branding: from Products to Corporations to Nations 

Branding has been around for centuries as a means to distinguish the goods of one 

producer from another, in fact, branding is likely derived from when cattle farmers marked their 
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livestock to identify them (Keller, 2013). The last 25 years have seen an explosion in the interest 

and application of branding as firms come to realise and appreciate the value of brands as 

intangible assets that help give companies a competitive advantage (Keller, 2013; Kotler & 

Gertner, 2002). Brands have traditionally been defined by the symbols that represent them, such 

as a name, term, sign or symbol intended to differentiate them from their competitors (Dinnie, 

2016; Fan, 2006; Hatch & Schultz, 2009; Keller, 2013). However, Keller (2013) defines a brand as 

more than just visual symbols but as something that creates awareness, reputation and 

prominence in the marketplace. Similarly, Hatch & Schultz (2009) believe the visual definition to 

be too simplistic, suggesting instead that brands are comprised of the meanings made by those 

who use their symbolism. This shifts the focus to the consumers, implying that brands are not 

actually owned by brand managers or the company but instead by people, since it is their 

perceptions that make up the brand. Moreover, there is a move away from the functional and 

tangible role that brands play, related to performance of the product or service, towards the 

symbolic, emotional or intangible role related to experiences and what the brand represents to 

the consumer (Kotler, Keller, Brady, Malcom, & Hansen, 2009). This is evident in Aaker’s (1996) 

definition of a brand as a multidimensional assortment of functional, emotional, relational and 

strategic elements that collectively generate a unique set of associations in the public mind.  

 

The practice of branding is the process by which companies design, plan and communicate 

their name and identity in order to build or manage their reputation by distinguishing their 

product offerings from those of their competitors (Anholt, 2007; Dinnie, 2016). Differentiation is 

thus a cornerstone of brand management and strategy because it is what makes one brand unique 

in the minds of the consumers, and therefore memorable, compared to another brand (Keller, 

2013; Kotler et al., 2009). The key to branding then is that consumers perceive differences among 

brands in a product category so that they can attach meaning and associations to the product and 

company (Keller, 2013). Brand identity is the way a company aims to identify or position itself, 

while brand image the way the consumer actually perceives this aim (Kotler et al., 2009). 

Consequently, a positive brand image is reflected by strong, favourable and unique brand 

associations in the mind of the consumer. Fundamentally, branding is all about endowing 

products and services with the power of brand equity, defined as the set of assets and liabilities 

linked to a brand’s name and symbol that adds to or subtracts from the value provided by a 

product or service to a firm and its customers (Aaker, 1996; Keller, 2013). Despite the many 

different views, most observers agree that brand equity consists of the marketing effects uniquely 

attributable to a brand (Keller, 2013).   
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The transition to branding the company rather than its products gathered momentum from 

shortening product lifecycles, the onset of globalisation allowing for multinational companies to 

promote their offerings under a single corporate brand, and the shift towards service economies 

(Hatch & Schultz, 2009). This shift moved corporate branding beyond the domains of product 

branding and its associated marketing and external communication functions, and into the 

territory of HR management (ibid.). According to Hatch & Schultz (2008), a corporate brand is one 

of the most strategic assets a company can have, giving them advantages of market share, 

penetration and differentiation over their competitors. Companies today are increasingly seeing 

the value of a corporate branding strategy and so rather than branding individual products, 

corporate branding creates an umbrella image that encompasses all products of an offering (Hatch 

& Schultz, 2001). To create a strong successful corporate brand, companies need to align their 

vision: top managements aspirations for the company; culture: the organisations values, attitudes 

and behaviours; and image: external stakeholder’s impression of the company- it is not as simple 

as sticking the company logo on all products (Hatch & Schultz, 2009). Unlike a product brand, 

which lives and dies with its product, a corporate brand accompanies the firm for life (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2008). Corporate branding is arguably the most similar type of branding to nation 

branding (Dinnie, 2016). The parallels between corporate branding and nation branding lie in the 

complex, nuanced and multidimensional nature of the corporate/nation entity, as well as the 

multiple stakeholder groups that must be acknowledged by both corporations and nations 

(Dinnie, 2008; Hatch & Schultz, 2001).  

 

2.2. Nation Branding 

 

2.2.1.  Evolution of Nation Branding 

 The notion of branding a country or managing its reputation and image is not a new concept. 

In practice, countries and nations have always been branded or marketed in some sense of the 

word and their reputations have been managed – through their symbols, currency, anthems, 

names and so on – however the branding terminology and the concept of applying traditional 

branding theories to nation branding and integrating that with public diplomacy is relatively 

novel (Anholt, 2007; Dinnie, 2008; Olins, 2002). Nation branding is a complex phenomenon, which 

is reflected in the multiple disciplines that have emerged into the theory and practice of it over 

the years (Dinnie, 2008). While marketing, branding and business literature were traditionally 

the predominant fields related to nation branding, increasing attention is being paid to other 
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academic disciplines such as cultural sociology, international relations, public relations, public 

diplomacy, and political science & geography (Dinnie, 2016).  

 

Dinnie (2008), one of the leading academics within the field of nation branding, proposes that 

the evolution of nation branding can be traced back to the interaction between two academic 

fields, national identity and country-of-origin. The academic disciplines that belong to national 

identity include political geography, international relations, political science, and cultural 

anthropology to name a few, while country-of-origin includes marketing, consumer behaviour, 

and brand management. The merging of these two academic fields within the context of economic 

globalisation has caused homogenisation of markets, yet at the same time an increasing sense of 

national identity (ibid.). These two academic streams have only recently converged, which is 

evident from the sudden surge in literature in 2002 when the Journal of Brand Management 

published a special issue devoted to nation branding (ibid.). The interest in the subject of nation 

branding has become so prolific that it has garnered its own journal entitled Place Branding (now 

called Place Branding and Public Diplomacy), which is dedicated to the branding of nations, cities 

and regions (ibid.). 

 

2.2.2.  Defining ‘Nation Brand’ and ‘Nation Branding’ 

 Dinnie (2008, p. 15), defines a nation brand as the “unique, multidimensional blend of 

elements that provide the nation with culturally grounded differentiation and relevance for all of 

its target audiences”. This definition, albeit a little general, encompasses a nations multifaceted 

nature and the need to integrate national identity, as well as recognising that the brand exists in 

the mind of the consumer in the form of their perceptions (ibid.). Furthermore, a nation brand can 

be viewed as ‘a cluster of strategic cultural ideas’, which makes sense because through the 

foundations of their national identity, nation brands possess far richer and deeper cultural 

resources than any other type of brand, whether it be product, service, corporate or any other 

brandable entity (Dinnie, 2008). Nation branding is the act of branding or managing a nation 

brand and it goes beyond the traditional tourism marketing as it includes a much larger scope and 

objectives (Dinnie, 2008). In a similar vein, Kaneva (2011) defines nation branding as “a 

compendium of discourses and practices aimed at reconstituting nationhood through marketing 

and branding paradigms.” In essence, nation branding concerns strategically applying branding 

and marketing communications techniques to promoting a nation’s image and reputation (Fan, 

2006). It is worth mentioning that a nation brand and nation branding are two different concepts: 

a nation has a brand image with or without any conscious efforts in nation branding (Fan, 2006).  
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The terms nation branding, destination branding, place branding, country-of-origin (COO), 

competitive identity and public diplomacy often appear in nation branding literature and are 

frequently used interchangeably it seems, however there are subtle differences. Destination and 

place branding are related to tourism marketing to promote a country as a tourist destination, 

while COO is product related (Fan, 2006). The COO effect refers to the effect that a product or 

service’s origin has on consumer attitudes and behaviour towards that product or service (Dinnie, 

2008), for instance, products with the ‘Made in China’ label are often regarded as inferior in 

quality. While the majority of literature adopts the term nation branding when referring to the 

practice of managing a country’s international image and reputation, Simon Anholt proposes 

competitive identity as an alternative. Fundamentally both terms refer to the same practice of 

reputation management but with different perspectives, whereby competitive identity implies 

that country image has more to do with national identity and the politics and economics of 

competitiveness than with branding as it is usually understood in the commercial sector (Anholt, 

2011).  

 

In the UK, the term public diplomacy is favoured over nation branding and the two concepts 

are related yet distinct. While nation branding applies brand strategy and related techniques to 

enhance the economic, social, political and cultural development of a city, region or country, public 

diplomacy describes the processes by which a nation conducts foreign policy by directly engaging 

with a foreign public (Journal of Place Branding and Public Diplomacy, 2019). According to Anholt 

(2006), public diplomacy can be viewed as a subset of nation branding; while nation branding 

considers how the nation as a whole presents and represents itself to other nations, public 

diplomacy is more focused on the conception and execution of government policy with other 

publics. Government policy is one of six points of the nation branding hexagon and therefore 

primarily focused on the one aspect of nation activity, though it is more than merely 

communicating policies. It involves active influence on the formation of those government policies 

as well, and works best when coordinated with all national stakeholders, brand managers and 

policymakers alike (Anholt, 2006). Conversely, Szondi (2008) views nation branding and public 

diplomacy as distinct concepts but related, and he calls for an integration of the two to achieve 

synergy. 
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2.2.3.  Why Engage in Nation Branding? 

The reputation of a country has a direct and measurable impact on nearly every aspect of its 

engagement with other countries and plays a critical role in its economic, social, political and 

cultural progress (Anholt, 2007, p. 9). Companies implement branding in order to distinguish 

themselves from their competitors, and this is essentially what nations try to do through nation 

branding. Applying nation branding techniques is a strategic way to help manage and elevate a 

nation’s image and reputation in order to give them a competitive advantage in attracting tourists, 

stimulating inward investment and boosting exports (Dinnie, 2008). Furthermore, it can also 

increase the likelihood of attracting talent, including higher education students and skilled 

workers. Thoughtful nation brand positioning can also help erase misconceptions or negative 

stereotypes by allowing the country to reposition itself more favourably with a targeted audience 

(Anholt, 1998). Moreover, Olins (2002) claims that countries continuously reinvent and rebrand 

themselves throughout the years because their reality changes and they need to project this real 

change symbolically to all the audiences, both internal and external, with whom they relate. 

Nation branding also allows smaller countries, who do not have the luxury of people knowing who 

they are, a chance to compete on the world stage (ibid.).  

 

Anholt (2007) proposes that countries generally see the biggest improvement in their overall 

reputation when all the main sectors of the country are aligned to a common strategy and a 

coherent and consistent brand identity is represented. With that being said, it is important to keep 

in mind that nations do not belong to brand managers or corporations; if they ‘belong’ to anyone 

it is to the nation’s entire citizenry, and therefore, unlike product or corporate brand identities 

that are carefully curated through branding strategies, nation brands cannot be controlled to the 

same extent (Dinnie, 2008; Fan, 2006; Papadopoulos & Heslop, 2002). This lack of full control is 

what makes managing and coordinating a nation’s brand image so challenging. Thus, in order to 

stand a chance at competing in the global sphere, it is vital that countries understand how they 

are perceived by people around the world, which is reflected in their nation brand image (Dinnie, 

2008). As Anholt succinctly puts it: “there is only one super-power left on the plant – public 

opinion” (Adams, 2014) and harnessing that public opinion is vital for a country’s reputation and 

global competitiveness. Olins (2002), claims that nation branding will shortly be normal practice, 

if it isn’t already, and thus it will not be about which country is actively branding and which is not 

but instead, which country does it well and which does not. 
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2.2.4.  A Critical View of Nation Branding 

Despite nation branding being a growing field of interest, it is still a relatively controversial 

subject due to its highly politicised nature and there have understandably been many critical 

perspectives that challenge the practice (Dinnie, 2016). The question remains – is it even possible 

to brand something as complex and multi-faceted as a country? Despite having originally coined 

the term nation branding after observing that the image and reputation of countries are similar to 

the brand image of companies and products, Anholt (2007) now distances himself from the term. 

He claims that there is little empirical evidence to suggest that branding can actually be used to 

successfully alter the perceptions of a country’s image and imagining that such a deeply rooted 

and complex phenomenon can be shifted by simple marketing communications is an extravagant 

delusion (Anholt, 2007, 2010, 2011). There is a big difference between observing that nations 

have brand images and claiming that nations can be branded (Anholt, 2010).  

 

Similarly, Fan (2006) suggests that despite there being an undeniable correlation between 

countries that have produced strong brands and those that are strong brands themselves, it is 

unclear if this is causational. There is a tendency to assume that nation branding implies that 

countries can change their reputations with a quick easy fix, like an advertising campaign or a 

catchy logo, but this is not the case (Anholt, 2007; Dinnie, 2008). Instead, nation brand image can 

and should be enhanced through strategy, substance and symbolic action because it is more about 

what you do as a country than what you say you do (Anholt, 2011). Anholt (2008) further 

emphasizes that nation branding should be seen as a long-term project that does not yield 

immediate results and argues that while communication-based branding is more common, only 

when it informs policy making can it produce real results. Kaneva (2011) further argues that most 

authors present limited empirical evidence of brand managements effectiveness, and those that 

do are written as business-style case studies with anecdotal success stories.  

 

Many scholars are of the opinion that the problem, per se, with nation branding is the word 

itself (Anholt, 2007; O’Shaughnessy & O’Shaughnessy, 2000; Olins, 2002). According to Olins 

(2002), the application of the term ‘branding’ to countries seems to excite visceral animosity due 

to snobbery, ignorance and semantics. The combination of snobbery and ignorance results in 

people not knowing or understanding enough about branding and the parallels that can be drawn 

to nation branding. However, he proposes that semantics is the main issue, as the term ‘branding’ 

invokes superficial and transient thoughts that are at odds with a nation’s permanent and deeply 

significant connotations (ibid.). He concludes that it is not the idea of nation branding that people 
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argue about so much as the terminology, a sentiment that is also shared by Anholt (2007; Olins, 

2002). Anholt (2007) argues that there is a lot of mistrust surrounding branding nowadays, 

particularly when applied to nations, because people associate it with an attempt at selling a 

country as if it were nothing more than a marketable product. Furthermore, marketers have long 

been in the habit of talking cavalierly about the techniques of persuasion, whereby branding is 

merely viewed as a tool for gaining competitive advantage and people are coldly classified into 

consumer types (Anholt, 2007; Kaneva, 2011). Case in point when Olins (2002) claims that people, 

whether they work in a company or live in a nation, can be motivated and manipulated by nation 

branding, which entirely ignores the relations of power and the implications that nation branding 

has for democracy (Kaneva, 2011).  

 

While most critics of nation branding take issue with the notion of branding, others take issue 

with the conceptual aspect of nation branding (Fan, 2006, 2008, 2010; Kaneva, 2011; Kavaratzis 

& Hatch, 2013). Kavaratzis & Hatch (2013) claim that current place branding practice and 

literature adopts a limited and static view on place identity as something that can easily be 

articulated and communicated for the purposes of branding the place, neglecting the full 

complexity of place identity and limiting the role and potential of place branding. They propose a 

more dynamic view of place identity that considers identity a constant dialogue between the 

internal and the external stakeholders, which could help to advance the theory of place branding 

(ibid.).  Both Fan (2006, 2010) and Kaneva (2011) call for an urgent need for an expanded 

conceptual and theoretical development within the field of nation branding, which is currently 

driven largely by practitioners. Similarly, Papadopoulos and Heslop (2002) suggested that the 

research may still be in an exploratory phase and that it is necessary to conduct more studies in 

order to understand the different image issues before setting up theories. Although the field is 

growing in research as the concept grows in popularity, there are still gaps between what a nation 

brand is and the objective measurement of nation brands. Fan (2010) proposes an updated 

definition of nation branding that emphasises a shift from branding the nation to nation image 

management in hopes of clarifying what can and cannot be branded, as well as overcoming the 

public scepticism towards branding. 

 

The idea of nation-as-brand is a limited and imperfect concept, however still incredibly useful 

to understand how countries can stimulate inward investment, promote their branded exports 

and attract tourists, and therefore should not be discounted as a research field (Dinnie, 2008). The 

following Theoretical Framework will explore the concepts of nation branding and competitive 

identity in greater detail as it pertains to brand image and consumer perceptions.  



Page 19 of 79 
 

3. Theoretical Framework 
 

The current body of nation branding literature seems to be mostly focused on the meticulous 

planning and implementation of a nation brand strategy and the countless benefits that having a 

strategy can bring a country. There seems to be a lack of literature pertaining to the perceptions 

of nation brands or how countries can even go about measuring what consumers think of their 

image and reputation. It is simply recommended that they do measure it. In essence, there seems 

to be a knowledge gap that needs to be filled in order for countries to successfully engage in 

targeted branding that addresses real world perceptions. Therefore, this theoretical framework 

is mainly focused on the consumer side of nation branding literature, based on nation brand image 

and brand perception theories. Nation brand indices that measure and rank top nation brands 

based on consumer perspectives, such as the Anholt-GfK Roper Nation Brand Index, will also be 

explored. Furthermore, although this thesis does in no way claim to fill the knowledge gap 

between strategy and perception, it does intend to contribute to the literature on nation branding 

perceptions, taking a point of departure in a case study – perceptions of Britain’s nation brand 

image in Denmark– in hopes that the findings can be applicable to other nations looking to 

understand their nation brand image.  

 

3.1. Nation Brand Image and Identity 

Brand image and brand identity are two important concepts of nation branding and are 

interrelated but distinct, therefore it makes sense to distinguish between them and exactly how 

the concepts are relevant to nation branding. According to Dinnie (2008, p. 42) identity refers to 

what something truly is, its essence, whereas image refers to how something is perceived or the 

mental representation that people have in their minds of a certain brand. In traditional branding, 

the brand identity is the core concept of the product that is clearly and distinctively expressed to 

the consumer as a logo, a slogan, packaging, or the design of the product itself, while the brand 

image is the perception of the brand that exists in the mind of the consumer or audience, which 

may or may not match the brand identity (Anholt, 2007). While a brand image is how a brand is 

perceived, a brand identity aspirational – how a brand would like to be perceived (Aaker, 1996). 

These perceptions include a range of associations, memories, expectations and other feelings that 

are bound up with the product, the service, or the company, and they are important drivers for 

people’s behaviour (ibid.). In simplistic terms, the brand identity originates from the company and 

the brand image comes from the consumers’ perceptions of that portrayed identity. Since the 
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feelings associated with a brand’s image can influence behaviour, brand image is an important 

concept for nations, cities and regions (Anholt, 2007). 

 

3.1.1. Nation Brand Identity 

Parallels can be drawn between brand identity and national identity. According to Roll (2006), 

developing a brand identity includes brand vision, brand scope, brand positioning, brand 

personality and brand essence. Brand vision, scope, positioning and personality are all applicable 

to nation-brands, however, when it comes to brand essence, condensing a nation into two or three 

words might be too simplistic, considering how multidimensional a country is (Dinnie, 2016). This 

notion of encapsulating the infinite cultural richness of nations into small brandable chunks is a 

particular challenge in nation branding, as well as generating buy-in to the nation brand from the 

country’s own population. Therefore a strong shared sense of national identity can help unite its 

members around a common self-understanding and sense of belonging (Parekh, 2000) because 

the best branding campaigns listen to the people at home as well as overseas. Consequently, 

national identity plays a key role in nation branding, and so an awareness and understanding of 

the core features of national identity is a prerequisite for developing nation-branding campaigns 

(Dinnie, 2016). The essence and soul of a nation brand derives from its culture in the widest sense, 

including language, literature, music, sport, architecture etc, in order to create an authentic and 

truly representative nation brand, otherwise it runs the risk of being perceived as shallow and 

superficial (ibid.). Nonetheless, it would be impossible to develop a nation brand identity that 

includes all elements of a country’s national identity, which makes it increasingly important to be 

selective of what elements you want to highlight to an external audience and to include all relevant 

stakeholders in the process. 

 

 Organisational identity theory is also incredibly applicable to nation brand identity. Hatch 

and Schultz (Hatch & Schultz, 2002) argue that organisational identity is created, maintained and 

changed in the dynamic interaction between organisational culture, identity, and stakeholder 

images. This relationship is cyclical and constantly undergoing change, therefore identity is not 

static and fixed but is continuously undergoing construction. The concept of identity being 

constructed and not given underpins the nation branding paradigm (Parekh, 2000), where 

national identity is formed from the interaction between a country’s culture and history, and the 

impressions that other people have of it. This reiteration of identity is what makes identifying and 

defining national identity more challenging. Not only is it complex but it is constantly undergoing 

redefinition according to the current national culture and environment. Although national identity 
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should not be manipulated for political ends, governments can attempt to harness and highlight 

certain aspects of national identity in order to shape national image perceptions in a favourable 

light (Dinnie, 2016). 

 

3.1.2. Nation Brand Image 

Core concepts of brand image are eminently transferable to the context of nation brand 

image. Essentially, nation brand image refers to the perceptions of a country and thus ultimately 

the reputation that the country has in the global sphere (Dinnie, 2016). These perceptions can be 

derived from first-hand personal experience; word of mouth; pre-existing national stereotypes; 

the performance of national sporting teams; political events; the portrayal of the country in film, 

television or media; the quality of brands from that country; or the behaviour of individuals from 

that country (Dinnie, 2016). All of these factors can determine a nation’s brand image even before 

taking a targeted nation branding campaign into account (ibid.). Since nation brand image is all 

about individual perceptions, every consumer will have a different perception of a country’s 

nation brand, which is what makes building and managing a brand image so complex. A country 

can curate their nation brand identity as much as they like but that does not necessarily translate 

to their nation brand image (Anholt, 2007).  

 

Consequently, there is frequently a gap between the identity and image, which more often 

than not tends to be negative (Dinnie, 2016). This results in the country being perceived as 

something that they perhaps are not, and due to the relatively enduring and stable nature of nation 

brand images that are entrenched in the minds of the consumers, these perceptions can be hard 

to change. These negative perspectives are often heavily influenced by stereotypes, clichés and 

sometimes outright racism. According to Anholt (2011), people are far too concerned with 

themselves and their country to spend too much time forming complete, balanced, and well 

informed views about every single country, especially those they have never visited. Instead, it is 

human nature to categorise and summarise the world around us, including countries and their 

people, into schemata with a few simple clichés and stereotypes that form one’s view of the world 

(Anholt, 2007; Papadopoulos & Heslop, 2002). These simplified images are hard to change 

because the public are so attached to their beliefs and will carry on believing the same things until 

something quite dramatic happens in the real world, and even then, this can be quite slow (ibid.). 

Furthermore, O’Shaughnessy & O’Shaughnessy (2000) observe that there is an inherent difficulty 

in having a coherent image of a nation as people edit out or rearrange certain attributes. An 

important objective of nation branding then is to identify such prejudices and assist nations in 
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dismantling and counteracting the negative images that might otherwise hold back the nation’s 

economic development and standing in the world (Anholt, 2007; Dinnie, 2016), which is no easy 

feat. It requires a clear strategy, visionary leadership, and the coordination between all 

stakeholders; the government, the public and private sector, and the community (Anholt, 2007).  

 

Dinnie (2016) has developed a conceptual model (Figure 1) of nation-brand identity and 

image that depicts the multidimensional nature of the identity and image constructs in a nation-

brand context. The model illustrates that a nation’s brand identity, consisting of a number of 

unique components like history and culture, is communicated through various ‘communicators’, 

such as cultural artefacts, diaspora, brand ambassadors, marketing communications etc., in order 

to form a nation-brand image in the minds of the consumers (ibid.). It is up to the individual 

nations to choose which identity components and communicators they wish to focus on to best 

relay their objective when developing their nation brand.  

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of nation-brand identity and image (Dinnie, 2016) 

 

 

3.2. Competitive Identity 

Competitive identity is the synthesis of brand management with public diplomacy and with 

trade, investment, tourism and export promotion with the aim of enhancing national 

competitiveness in a global world (Anholt, 2007). It is the idea that a country can harness its 
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globally recognised identity and reputation for competitive gain (ibid.). Anholt proposes that a 

country’s competitive identity is communicated through six natural channels or dimensions, 

which is conceptualised in what he refers to as the Hexagon of Competitive Identity (Figure 2). 

These dimensions are: 

 

▪ Tourism promotion and first-hand experience of visiting a country, which is often the 

most influential dimension of a nation brand since the tourism board typically has the 

biggest budget. 

▪ Cultural exchange and activities, such as sports teams, music, artists, films etc 

▪ People from the country itself, including famous and influential people, leaders, as well as 

the population at large.  

▪ Governance in the form of policy decisions from the government, including foreign 

policies that directly affect overseas populations or domestic policies that are reported 

in international media. 

▪ Export brands that act as the country’s image ambassadors abroad when the country of 

origin is explicitly stated, otherwise people will not associate the product with the 

country. 

▪ Investment into the country via foreign companies and the immigration of foreign talent 

and students (Anholt, 2007).   

 

 

 

(Figure 2) Competitive Identity Hexagon 
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 When governments have a clear, believable and positive idea of what their country really is, 

what it stands for and where it’s going, and they manage to coordinate the actions, investments, 

policies and communications of all six dimensions of the hexagon to reinforce this idea, then they 

stand a good chance of building and maintaining a competitive national identity both internally 

and externally (Anholt, 2007, p. 26). A key factor of implementing a competitive identity strategy 

is that all stakeholders must be involved and coordinated in order for the intended brand image 

to have an enduring effect on people. What happens most often in countries is that relevant 

stakeholders pursue their own business interests and communicate their own image of the 

country quite independently of each other, and consequently the country presents an incoherent 

image of itself to the outside world (Anholt, 2007). The image that people see is a contradictory 

one and they are left unsure what to make of it and how to perceive the country. This is precisely 

why country brand management should be integrated and treated as a part of national policy, 

rather than a separate advertising activity of sorts.  

 

 

3.3. Nation Brand Perceptions & Equity 

Brand perception is what customers believe a product or service represents, derived from 

customer use, experience, functionality, reputation and word of mouth recommendation 

(Qualtrics, 2019). Perception is the process by which consumers select, organize, and interpret 

brand based sensory information inputs to create a meaningful picture of the world – it is 

essentially how they think, feel and react to a brand (Kotler & Keller, 2015). These perceptions are 

more important than reality because they affect consumer’s behaviour, meaning that if 

perceptions are positive they are more likely to choose your brand over a competitor brand 

(Kotler & Keller, 2015). Therefore, since brand perceptions reside in the minds of the consumer, 

it does not matter what a company says its brand is, the consumer owns the perceptions of a brand 

image (Qualtrics, 2019). This same concept can be applied to nation brands where the consumer’s 

interaction with a nation or country – either from personal experiences of travelling there or 

through the media – will influence how they perceive that country and ultimately how they 

interact with the country in the future. Brand perceptions matter because they are enduring and 

difficult to change because people are attached to their beliefs (Anholt, 2007). This means that 

once a nation brand perception has been formed it will be incredibly difficult to alter that 

perception, regardless of whether it is positive or negative.  
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Brand perceptions are essential to building brand equity, which fundamentally refers to the 

value of a brand (Dinnie, 2008; Qualtrics, 2019). Aaker (1996) defines brand equity as a set of 

brand assets and liabilities linked to a brand, its name and symbol, that add to or subtract from 

the value provided by a product or service to a firm and its customers. These assets include brand 

awareness, brand loyalty, perceived quality and brand associations. There are two different ways 

to view the concept of brand equity: the consumer perspective – where brand equity is evaluated 

in terms of consumer awareness and regard of the brand; and the financial perspective – where 

financial value is attached to a specific brand (Dinnie, 2008). From a consumer’s perspective, 

brand equity occurs when a consumer has a high level of awareness and familiarity with the brand 

and holds some strong, favourable, and unique brand associations in memory (Keller, 2013). This 

same notion rings true for nation brand equity, whereby a country obtains a high nation brand 

equity when the consumers i.e. travellers, are first of all aware of the country’s existence, meaning 

that they can recognise and recall the country when prompted, and secondly, they possess 

favourable associations or impressions of said country (Keller, 2013). To do this the nation brand 

must be distinctive, something that national tourism has struggled with as most tourism 

campaigns make generic and undifferentiated claims that do little to enhance brand perceptions 

(Dinnie, 2008). Nations should focus on their unique national identity and strive to promote this. 

 

A key component of brand equity is brand loyalty (Aaker, 1996). Once a consumer becomes 

aware of a brand and interacts with it, they form a perception of the brand. If the experience was 

positive it can result in brand loyalty. Building a strong brand usually involves creating 

differentiation and value for consumers by establishing a strong bond and relationship between 

the brand and the consumer, which over time evolves into a strong emotional connection and trust 

that can eventually lead to a lifetime of loyalty to the brand (Dinnie, 2008). Brand loyalty is 

important because it means that consumers will more likely chose the brand they are loyal to over 

a competitor, but because loyalty makes brands resistant to bad news (Keller, 2013). Nation 

brands have not been very engaged in developing loyalty programmes, which is unfortunate 

because countries are rich repositories of cultural meaning and they possess deep emotional and 

experiential qualities, making them ideal for developing brand loyalty amongst consumers with 

strong emotional brand attachments (ibid.).  Furthermore, a stakeholder approach can be applied 

to building nation brand equity, whereby a brand should appeal to and communicate with 

multiple stakeholders because brand value is co-created through interaction with multiple 

strategic stakeholders (Jones, 2005). Stakeholder theory is particularly relevant for nation 

branding due to the multiple audiences involved, including tourists, investors, companies, foreign 
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students, and consumers, all of whom should be kept in mind when constructing and assessing 

nation brand equity (Dinnie, 2008).  

 

 Dinnie (2008) has defined nation brand equity as the tangible and intangible, internal and 

external assets or liabilities of the nation. The internal and external assets are conceptualised in 

terms of innate (iconography, landscapes and culture), nurtured (internal buy-in, support for the 

arts, loyalty levels), vicarious (country image perceptions and external portrayal in pop-culture) 

and disseminated (brand ambassadors, diaspora, branded exports) sources of nation brand 

equity. The model of NBEQ can be found in the Appendix under 9.2 Theoretical Diagrams for 

further reference.  

 

3.4. Measuring Nation Brand Perceptions and Equity 

As previously mentioned, people’s perceptions of a nation and its reputation is vital for its 

success in the global sphere. In order to create a successful and competitive nation brand image 

in the mind of the consumer, countries need to find out how people really see them and 

understand why this view might be preventing people from taking an active interest in the 

country, respecting and admiring it, listening to what it says, investing in its economy, spending 

more time and money there, or whatever the particular aims of the country are (Anholt, 2007). 

Given the growing importance of the nation branding field, it is no longer enough to assume what 

people think of a nation’s brand image and, therefore, it is not acceptable for governments to be 

spending taxpayers’ and donors’ money on an exercise that can’t be measured, tracked, or made 

accountable (ibid.). Understanding consumer perceptions and how they can be measured is 

therefore a necessary part of nation brand strategy, particularly for building and managing a 

country’s brand equity. However, measuring these perceptions is no easy feat because they exist 

in the minds of consumers. 

 

A range of qualitative research techniques can be applied to uncover the types of associations 

that are linked to a brand and their corresponding strength, favourability and uniqueness (Keller, 

2013). ‘Free associations’ is the most common and simplest way to profile brand associations, 

whereby the consumer is asked very generally what comes to mind when they think of the brand, 

without any specific probe or cues (ibid.). In the case of nation branding, consumers would be 

asked what their first general impressions are when they think of a certain country or place. These 

associations give an indication of consumer’s perceptions of a particular brand and can be 

arranged into mental maps to get an overview of the consumer’s thoughts, feelings, emotions, 
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perceptions, images, beliefs and attitudes towards a brand, which can later be used to position the 

brand more attractively (Keller, 2013).  

 

3.4.1. Nation Brand Indices 

The most common measures of nation brand perceptions are nation brand indices like the 

Anholt-GfK Roper Nation Brand Index or FutureBrand’s Country Index, which measure and rank 

the biggest nation brands globally. Perception data and analyses are useful tools for decision 

makers involved in shaping the reputations of their countries because they pinpoint the issues 

and sectors that drive perceptions, including the specific causes, and they provide the basis for 

designing policies and messaging that build on the country’s brand strengths and address its 

weaknesses (Cromwell, 2011). Moreover, these perception indices can contribute to the 

assessment of a country’s brand value, at least on a comparative scale, but their real value is seen 

in uses related to nation positioning, branding and communications in general (ibid.).  

 

The most renowned and widely accepted nation brand index is the Anholt-GfK Roper Nation 

Brand Index (NBI). This index is an analytical tool created by Simon Anholt in conjunction with the 

market research institute GfK, which attempts to measure and rank the brand image and 

reputation of 50 countries globally across the six competitive identity dimensions: people, culture, 

tourism, governance, exports, and immigration & investment. The study is conducted annually 

and polls 20,000 consumers in 20 panel countries in order to obtain ordinary people’s perceptions 

of the brand images of countries to find out the real instantaneous, emotional, deep-rooted good 

or bad feelings that we all have about places.” (Anholt, 2007; VisitBritain, 2018). Despite the 

usefulness and popularity of the NBI in comparing consumer perceptions, the competitive identity 

concept on which the index is based does not seem to be supported by academic research or 

literature. Instead it is founded on Anholt’s personal observations in the field and his experience 

as a branding practitioner and policy advisor. While this does contribute some useful insight on 

application in the real world, the methodology behind the index does seem to be weakened as a 

result. One has to question how Anholt identified these six dimensions as being central to a nations 

brand image as opposed to others. Moreover, the exact questions posed within each dimension, 

no longer available to the public from the original source, do not appear comprehensive enough 

in the data measurements.  

 

In defence of the NBI, the difficulty with comparing across countries of varying degrees of 

development is ensuring access to the same data, which is not always made public and sometimes 
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does not even exist in the case of less developed countries. Therefore, the NBI dimensions need to 

be selected based on the availability of data from all ranked countries in order to make any 

significant comparisons between the countries. Regardless, the NBI can still be used to gauge a 

country’s image. Most practitioners engaged in nation branding refer to the NBI as a point of 

reference not only because there appears to be no other equivalent of the same scale, except 

perhaps FutureBrand’s Country Brand Index, but also because, despite its flaws, the NBI does 

provide a relatively good indication of a country’s international standing. 

 

 Similarly, FutureBrand – a global brand transformation company that helps businesses 

grow their brand – has also launched a Country Index (FCI) that measures the strength of 

perception of countries in the same way that they study consumer or corporate brands 

(FutureBrand, 2019a). The Index reorders the World Bank Top 75 countries by GDP according to 

how individuals rate dimensions of a country’s Purpose: value system, quality of life and business 

potential; and Experience: heritage & culture, tourism, and made in (FutureBrand, 2019b). The FCI 

and the NBI use similar dimensions as to measure nation brands, both looking into culture, politics 

and people, however the FCI assesses more countries than the latter. That being said, the sample 

size is smaller and is based on what FutureBrand call an ‘informed opinion global sample’ 

consisting of people who have actually travelled internationally at least once in the last year for 

business and/or leisure and are aware of and familiar with at least 7 countries covered 

(FutureBrand, 2019b). While this does eliminate people with perceptions unfounded by actual 

experience and interaction with the countries, each person only rates 7 of the 75 countries. 

Nonetheless, unlike the NBI, the FCI report is available to the public, providing a detailed overview 

of the dimensions of the top 10 ranked country brands. 

 

 There are various indices that measure and rank nation brand reputations, and although 

none of them are full proof in terms of scope or methodology, they certainly provide a start for 

comparison and holding countries accountable for their actions in the international playing field. 

In today’s fast-paced technology driven world where consumers can see what is happening on the 

other side of the planet at the click of a button, it is more imperative than ever that countries 

manage their reputations and market themselves successfully to the rest of the world – perception 

data and analysis should thus be high on the list of tools to be used for this purpose (Cromwell, 

2011).  
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4. Methodology 
 

The following section addresses the methodological considerations made during this thesis in 

an attempt to best answer the research question: How do Danish students perceive the British 

nation brand image in the current context of Brexit? The structure of the methodology is based on 

the ‘Research Onion’ (Figure 3.) by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2016), a diagram that depicts 

the different layers or stages to be considered when conducting research. Working from the 

outside in, there are six layers of the onion are: Research Philosophy, Research Approach, 

Methodological Choice, Research Strategy, Time Horizon and Techniques & Procedures. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: The Research Onion (Saunders et al., 2016) 

 

 

4.1. Research Philosophy: Interpretivism 

The research philosophy is a system of beliefs and assumptions about the development of 

knowledge (Saunders et al., 2016). Developing knowledge in a particular field is exactly what is 

done when research is conducted, which in the case of this research project, knowledge in nation 

branding and consumer perceptions. During the research process a number of assumptions were 

made about human knowledge; epistemological assumptions, about the realities encountered in 

the research; ontological assumptions, and about the way in which the researcher’s own values 
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influenced the research process; axiological assumptions (ibid.). These assumptions will 

inevitably shape the understanding of the research question, the methods used, and the 

interpretation of the findings (Crotty, 1998), therefore it is important to first identify your 

adopted philosophical stance and correlating research assumptions before gathering data. In the 

following section, the first layer of the Research Onion will be explored; the adopted research 

philosophy and subsequent research assumptions made in this study and how they have shaped 

the choice in methods for data collection and analysis will be explained. 

 

In this study, an interpretivist philosophical position has been applied. Interpretivism argues 

that humans and their social worlds are different from physical phenomena because they can 

create meaning, and as such, these meanings should be studied from a social sciences perspective 

(Saunders et al., 2016). Furthermore, interpretivists emphasise that language, culture and history 

are hugely important in shaping interpretations and experiences of social worlds (Crotty, 1998). 

In stark contrast to positivism, which tries to discover definite universal law-like generalisations, 

interpretivists try to create new, rich understandings and interpretations of social worlds and 

contexts, believing that such complexity is lost in positivist studies (Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

Interpretivist researchers try to take account of this complexity by collecting what is 

meaningful to their research participants, which in practice differs between strands of 

interpretivism (Saunders et al., 2016). Phenomenologists focus on the participant’s recollections 

and interpretations of lived experiences, while hermeneuticists focus on the study of cultural 

artefacts such as texts, symbols, stories and images (ibid.). With regards to a nation’s brand image 

and the way it is perceived, people’s cultural background and personal values will shape how they 

interpret and understand the UK’s current image. 

 

4.1.1. Ontology, Epistemology and Axiology 

Ontology, epistemology and axiology are all research assumptions, and different philosophies 

make different assumptions. Ontology refers to assumptions about the nature of reality or what 

constitutes reality, which shape the way in which you see and study your research objects (Gray, 

2013; Saunders et al., 2016). Interpretivists emphasise that reality is socially constructed through 

language and culture, and since each person experiences and perceives reality differently, 

multiple realities exist that are in a constant state of flux (Saunders et al., 2016). This suggests that 

each participant in this research study will have their own individual reality and understanding 
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of the British image. The point of an interpretivist study then is to attempt to understand these 

unique and rich meanings. 

 

Epistemology concerns assumptions about knowledge creation and what constitutes 

acceptable, valid knowledge (Saunders et al., 2016). Knowledge creation focuses on opinions, 

narratives, stories, perceptions and interpretations in order to create new and deeper 

understandings. In the context of this study, attempting to understand perceptions will contribute 

to new knowledge. Axiology refers to the role of values and ethics within the research process, 

which incorporates questions about how we, as researchers, deal with both our own values and 

those of our research participants (Saunders et al., 2016). From an interpretivist standpoint, 

research is value-bound, meaning that researchers believe that they cannot detach their own 

values from their subjective understanding and interpretation of data. Moreover, a researcher’s 

choice of philosophy and subsequent data collection methods are a reflection of their values. For 

instance, if an interpretivist stance is taken to collecting data through interviews, the researcher 

most likely values personal interaction.  

 

4.2. Research Approach 

The second layer of the Research Onion is the research approach, which is the perspective or 

outlook on how knowledge is developed. This study adopts an abductive approach, which 

combines both inductive and deductive elements, though the inductive approach is dominant. 

There is no strict division between the deductive and inductive approach, which means that both 

can be used in combination in the same piece of research, in fact this is often encouraged 

(Saunders et al., 2016). While a deductive approach was used to create a framework for some of 

the interview questions based on prior theory, it was not used to generate testable hypotheses. 

Instead, an inductive approach was mainly used, starting with observations from empirical data 

from which connections, patterns and themes are identified leading to the generation of theory, 

usually in the form of a conceptual framework (Saunders et al., 2016). The advantage of an 

inductive approach is that the direction of the study and precise research question can be altered 

along the way according to the data generated, as theory is compiled after data collection and 

analysis. Although the aim is to create meaning and theory from the data set, not to test or falsify 

theories, it is impossible not to start out the research with some pre-existing theories or ideas in 

order to generate a research question (Gray, 2013). When adopting an inductivist approach then, 

researchers develop a competent level of knowledge about their research topic in order to 

generate a clear research purpose before embarking on data collection (Saunders et al., 2016).  
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This study of Great Britain’s nation brand image started with the observation of the ongoing 

Brexit decision to withdraw from the EU and how this might impact the way that people view the 

country’s image and reputation. A brief literature review provided a basic understanding of the 

subject in order to guide the research objectives, research design and data collection in the form 

of qualitative interviews. Specifically, the literature was used to establish a general outline of 

themes from which to ask questions relating to perceptions of the British nation brand image, 

while the remaining questions pertaining to feelings about Brexit were exploratory and void of 

any theoretical influence. The results of the data helped establish the eventual theoretical 

framework that was adopted in the analysis in order to answer the research question. Both the 

research philosophy and approach influenced the method used to collect data, in the case of this 

thesis, interviews. An interpretivist stance implies that the world is socially constructed and thus, 

that interview data is also socially constructed and co-produced, both by the interpretations of 

the participants and the role that the interviewer plays in asking questions, responding to answers 

and interpreting the data during analysis (Denzin 2001; Heyl 2005). The interviewer therefore 

plays a central role in meaning construction, which makes taking an empathetic stance without 

imposing my own personal values on the participants challenging. 

 

4.3. Research Design 

In this section the research design will be outlined, which will include the next three layers of 

the Research Onion: Methodological Choices, Research Strategy and Time Horizon adopted for 

gathering data, as well as the purpose of the research design. The subsequent sections (4.4 & 4.5) 

will elaborate on the specific methods used to collect and analyse data. Although still part of the 

research design, they have been designated separate sections for the sake of clarity and because 

they also explain how the research was actually conducted. The research design is informed by 

the aforementioned research philosophy and approach to theory development (Saunders et al., 

2016), therefore an interpretivist philosophy and abductive approach will be applied to the 

research design choices. The strengths and weaknesses of these choices will be addressed, also in 

relation to why alternatives were not chosen. 

 

4.3.1. Purpose of the Research Design 

The purpose of this research design is predominantly exploratory as it seeks to explore and 

understand the perceptions and experiences that Danish students have of the British nation 

brand, within the context of Brexit. According to Saunders et al. (2016), an exploratory study is 
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valuable when asking open questions to discover what is happening and gain insights about a 

topic of interest, problem or phenomenon. In this case, the topic of interest is the British nation 

brand and how it is understood and perceived in the setting of Brexit. Exploratory research is 

flexible and adaptable to change, often commencing with a broad focus that is narrowed down as 

the research progresses (Saunders et al., 2016). Therefore, the researcher must be willing to 

change direction according to the data results and the research question often undergoes constant 

evolution during the process.  

 

Although the purpose of this thesis and thus research question is not to establish causal 

relationships between Brexit and the UK’s nation brand image, an explanatory aspect of the 

research is unavoidable since perceptions of the government, and thus the current political 

climate, is one of the six dimensions that influence the country’s brand image in the minds of the 

consumer. Furthermore, since respondents are frequently asked to describe their experiences of 

studying in the UK and subsequently how they perceive the country, this study automatically 

adopts a descriptive nature, though it is not the main focus of the study. Seeing as the purpose of 

this study is to explore consumer perspectives of the British nation brand, rather than the extent 

to which the nation brand strategy is successful, an evaluative study is automatically ruled out. 

 

4.3.2. Methodological Choices 

The “Research Onion” identifies three main research designs for collecting data: quantitative, 

qualitative and mixed methods. Due to the exploratory nature of the research question and the 

interpretive philosophy adopted for this research, a qualitative research design was deemed most 

appropriate in answering the research question. Qualitative research is often associated with an 

interpretive philosophy as it requires the researcher to make sense of subjective and socially 

constructed meanings expressed about the phenomenon being studied (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Unlike quantitative research designs, in qualitative designs the data collection is non-

standardised, which means that procedures and questions can be altered and adapted throughout 

the research process, making it ideal for an inductive approach to knowledge creation in which 

theory is conceptualised after data analysis (ibid). A mixed method design combining both 

quantitative and qualitative was not considered necessary for answering the research question 

and would have generated excessive amounts of data that could not have been managed in the 

limited scope of this thesis. However, given a larger scope, the addition of quantitative methods 

could have helped elevate this study by establishing generalisability and credibility to the study 

(ibid). Therefore, a mono method qualitative study has been designed, whereby a single data 
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collection technique (interviews) and corresponding qualitative analytical procedure (thematic 

analysis) is used. 

 

4.3.3. Research Strategy 

The research strategy is the plan of action as to how the researcher intends to go about 

answering the research question and, as such, is the methodological link between the research 

philosophy and choice of methods to collect and analyse data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). The 

important thing about choosing a research strategy is that there is a reasonable level of coherence 

throughout the research design (Saunders et al., 2016). This means that the chosen strategy 

should be guided by the research question and needs to fit with the philosophy, research approach 

and purpose.  

 

The chosen research strategy for this thesis is a case study, which is an in-depth inquiry into 

a contemporary topic or phenomenon in its real-world context, especially when the boundaries 

between the phenomenon and context are not clearly evident (Yin, 2018). In this study, the topic 

or case in question is the British nation brand image within the current context of the current 

socio-political context. The case is undoubtedly contemporary given that Brexit is still ongoing, 

and the boundary between the Brexit events and the UK’s image is arguably indistinguishable, 

given that discerning between perceptions of the UK with and without the influence of Brexit is 

quite difficult. Once defined, case study research sets out to understand the dynamics of the topic 

being studied within its setting or context (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007), 

meaning that the interaction between the British image and Brexit will be explored in detail. A 

single case study is often used if the case is extreme or unique (Yin, 2018), which I would argue 

the case of Britain’s brand image in the current context of Brexit certainly is.  

 

Within social sciences, case studies have traditionally been associated with exploratory 

research, however the more that the research question seeks to explain a contemporary 

circumstance, often formulated with “how” or “why” questions, the more relevant case study 

research is (Yin, 2018). In order to do so, case studies often combine data collection methods such 

as archives, interviews, questionnaires, and observations, although this is not necessary and case 

studies may also rely on a mono or multi-method choice (Eisenhardt, 1989; Saunders et al., 2016; 

Yin, 2018). As previously mentioned, the design of this study is mono-method in the form of 

interviews.  A multi-method qualitative design was not used because further methods of 

qualitative data collection were not necessary as neither observations nor archival research 
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would help answer the research question pertaining to perceptions of a nation brand image. 

Furthermore, as mentioned, quantitative methods of data collection were simply outside of the 

scope of this eighty-page thesis, although the case study might have benefited from a survey to 

strengthen the grounding of theory and validity through triangulation methods (Eisenhardt, 

1989).  

 

4.3.4. Time Horizon 

Saunders et al. (2016) distinguish between two types of time horizons for a research project: 

cross-sectional and longitudinal. A cross-sectional study is a “snapshot” approach to studying a 

phenomenon at a particular time, while a longitudinal study is conducted over a given period of 

time, affording it the capacity to study the change or development of a phenomenon (Saunders et 

al., 2016). The time horizon employed in this study is cross-sectional, as the focus is on exploring 

current consumer perceptions of the British nation brand image. However, an interesting 

approach would be to utilise a longitudinal time horizon in order to observe the development of 

perceptions over time, perhaps during and after the implementation of the Brexit decision. 

Unfortunately, due to time constraints a longitudinal study would not have been possible. 

 

4.4. Data Collection 

In this section, the exact procedures and techniques used for data collection will be discussed, 

and the reasoning behind the choices made will be argued for. In order to adequately answer the 

research question, semi-structured interviews were chosen as the best method to capture the rich 

and nuanced data. The strengths and limitations of the applied techniques will also be discussed. 

 

4.4.1. Selecting the Interview Sample 

4.4.1.1. Why the need to sample 

It is not feasible to collect data from all Danish students, let alone the entire Danish 

population, both in terms of time to collect and analyse the data, as well as access to data. 

Therefore, sampling methods have been used to narrow down the population to a subgroup, or 

sample, thereby reducing the amount of data needed to be collected. (Barnett, 2002) argues that 

using sampling methods allows for more accuracy than a census because not only does collecting 

data from fewer cases- individual group members of a sample- mean that you can spend more 

time designing the methods for data collection, but also that the data collected is more detailed, 

which is ideal for a qualitative study. As this research is a qualitative study where statistical 

inferences do not need to be made from the sample and there is no sampling frame, non-
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probability sampling methods have been used, which will be elaborated on in 4.4.3 Sampling 

Techniques. Provided that the sample is carefully selected, it should allow conclusions to be made 

about the wider population (Saunders et al., 2016). That is to say that findings from the sample 

data should be able to be applied to the population of Danish students.  

 

4.4.1.2. Arguments for the selected sample 

Saunders et al. (2016) note that the sample selected is related to the population highlighted 

in the research question and objectives. The population for this research project is Danish 

students, since the purpose of the study is to explore how Danish students perceive the British 

nation brand image. In order to answer the research question, an in-depth study focusing on a 

small number of cases has been selected for the particular purpose of creating an information-

rich case study to gain deeper insights. The selected sample is Danish CBS students who have 

studied or are currently studying in the UK. The reasons for this chosen sample will now be 

elaborated on. 

  

 The connection between Denmark and the UK has already been discussed in the introduction, 

but since this study aims to explore the Danish perspective of the UK’s nation brand image it is 

important that the participants are Danish, not simply foreign students studying or living in 

Denmark. Moreover, the British nation branding campaign, “GREAT Britain”, is targeted towards 

a number of different stakeholders and encourages “people to visit, do business, invest and study in 

the UK” (greatbritaincampaign.com, n.d.). From this there are a multitude of possible sample 

groups. Travellers and tourists were first considered as a prime sample, however, after careful 

consideration it was deemed that the Brexit context would be of little consequence for everyday 

tourists and they would not assist in answering the research question. People and companies 

intending to work or invest in the UK would also have been interesting but there would have been 

issues with access to data.  

 

 Since one of the aims of the branding campaign is to attract foreign students, it seems 

particularly relevant to research students’ perceptions of the country brand image and if this has 

any influence on their decision to study there. Moreover, there is a lot of evidence to suggest that 

millennials, the generational cohort from 1980’s until 1996 (Dimock, 2019) and thus by extension 

including students, are early adopters of technology and brands (BAM Student Marketing, n.d.; 

Experian Marketing Services, 2013). Millennials wish to actively participate, co-create and partner 

with brands they love through social media and they can often serve as brand advocates, elevating 
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the brand by telling others about the brand and further recommending it (Lantos, 2014). Being an 

early brand adopter implies purchasing the product or service and forming a strong relationship 

with the brand. In the case of nation brands, this translates to forming strong and positive 

perceptions of the brand as well as wanting to engage with it by travelling to the country. Since 

millennials are so influential when it comes to brands, their perceptions of a brand, in this case a 

nation brand, are particularly important and could influence future engagement with a country. 

Given this, it makes sense to explore how student millennials perceive a nation’s brand image. 

 

 Given the plethora of universities in Denmark, let alone Copenhagen, there were many 

possibilities for data collection. However, the final sample choice boiled down to access to data. 

For the purpose and nature of this study, it would not have been possible to obtain interviews that 

were representative of all universities in Denmark, given the limited time frame. Thus, CBS was 

chosen especially because as a student studying there it would be more feasible to get physical 

access to gather data. The choice of university in Copenhagen was essentially irrelevant- any 

university would suffice- however, the same access to other universities in Copenhagen would not 

have been possible as there was no access to internal communication platforms such as student 

emails, university social media groups or forums.  

 

When deciding if the sample should focus on CBS Danish students who have already studied 

or are currently studying in the UK; students who are going there on exchange this upcoming 

autumn semester; or students who are contemplating studying there in the future, the research 

question and data accessibility were the main factors considered. Danish students who were 

contemplating studying in the UK in the future were very quickly ruled out as it would be almost 

impossible to find people with an intent to perhaps study there but with no concrete plans as such. 

It was also deemed that they would not have much to say that would be relevant for this specific 

study.  

 

The next group considered were the students preparing to go on a study abroad semester 

with British partner universities. Considering that they are interested in studying there they 

would most likely have a preconceived impression of the UK and would presumably also have a 

vested interest in how Brexit might affect their studies abroad. They were thus deemed a relevant 

sample in terms of exploring if and how Brexit plays a role in their perception of the British nation 

brand image. In fact, this group was initially chosen as the research sample and the CBS 

International Office was contacted in an attempt to get in touch with future exchange students. 

Unfortunately, they were unable to disclose contact information and the official CBS International 
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Office “Semester abroad for CBS students” Facebook page administrators did not approve my post 

in the group. As I did not personally know any CBS students about to go on exchange in the UK, 

access to data became a challenge. Furthermore, a growing concern was that this sample might 

not have deep or meaningful perceptions of the UK from which sufficient data could be extracted, 

since they have not yet lived there and thus presumably not interacted with the UK and its people 

on a deeper level for an extended period of time. That is not to say that they would not have any 

opinions of the British brand image or the current political situation, however it could not be 

guaranteed that they would provide the comprehensive data necessary for an in-depth qualitative 

study.  

 

As this thesis is predominantly inductive, the direction of the study is fairly flexible, allowing 

me to alter the sample for data collection. All Danes, regardless of whether they have been to the 

UK or not, will have some sort of opinion or impression of the UK, even if it is very limited. But 

Danes who have studied and thus lived in the UK, even if it is just for a semester, will have had 

first-hand ‘lived’ experience with the country’s image and its people, and therefore will be more 

likely to provide detailed, in-depth and unique perceptions than students who haven’t yet moved 

there to study and live. Therefore, this subgroup was selected as the research sample for this 

thesis. 

 

4.4.1.3. Sampling techniques used 

 As previously mentioned, non-probability sampling methods have been utilised in this 

qualitative study. However, a combination of different sampling techniques has been applied, 

including purposive sampling and volunteer sampling. According to Saunders et al. (2016), non-

probability sampling methods by nature tend to include an element of subjective judgement, 

either by the researcher or the respondents. This is particularly true for purposive sampling 

where the researcher is required to use judgement in selecting cases that will best enable them to 

answer the research question (ibid). Purposive sampling is also ideal for working with very small 

samples, such as in case study research, and when you wish to select cases that are particularly 

informative (Neuman, 2005).  

 

 Although purposive sampling is useful for small samples, such as in this project, it is not ideal 

when it is difficult to identify members of the desired population. In this case, volunteer sampling, 

where participants volunteer to be part of the research rather than being chosen, is more 

appropriate (Saunders et al., 2016). Since no Danish CBS students who had studied in the UK were 
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known prior to conducting research, it was not possible to start off with purposive sampling. 

Instead, this method was applied for screening volunteers in order to decide if they were an 

appropriate fit for the study, which not everyone was. This could potentially create bias towards 

the data, but this judgement was necessary to obtain the right sample. 

 

 Two types of volunteer sampling methods were utilised in this study: self-selection and 

snowballing. Self-selection sampling occurs when you allow individuals to identify their desire to 

take part in the research by publicising your need for cases (Saunders et al., 2016). This is often 

done by advertising through appropriate media channels, in this case, posting the need for 

interview participants with a description of the required sample characteristics in the university’s 

official student Facebook group: ‘Copenhagen Business School Connect’. Data was then collected 

from those that responded, but as mentioned, volunteers were purposefully reviewed to ensure 

that their understanding of the sample criteria matched that of the research study. Snowball 

sampling was another heavily utilised sampling method, whereby a few participants identified 

further potential participants, who then identified others and so on. This method was ideal for 

this study where members of the desired population were hard to identify, however, there is a 

risk of huge bias as respondents are likely to identify other respondents that are very similar to 

themselves, which results in a homogenous sample (ibid). Nonetheless, in this case, a homogenous 

sample was preferred because it allowed the data to be explored in greater depth. Using a 

combination of volunteer and purposive sampling increased the likelihood of the sample having 

the desired characteristics and also allowed for the data to be analysed in depth, as comparisons 

could be drawn between cases and main themes extracted.  

 

4.4.2. Interviews 

4.4.2.1.  Why interviews 

According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2015, p. 128), both leading authorities in qualitative 

interviewing, if the purpose of the study is to obtain penetrating personal knowledge of a subject 

then this may best be obtained through the trust developed in the closer, personal interaction of 

interviews. Furthermore, Saunders et al. (2016, p. 388) state that a research interview is a 

purposeful conversation between two or more people, requiring the interviewer to establish 

rapport and ask concise and unambiguous questions, to which the interviewee is willing to 

respond, and to listen attentively. The two most important aspects of interviewing then are to ask 

purposeful questions and listen carefully to the answers so as to be able to explore these in depth. 

Both authors note that interviews should be used when the subject matter concerns aspects of 
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human experience, or when it is necessary to understand the reasons for their attitudes, opinions 

and decisions (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

The aim of this study is to gain deep insights into the specific opinions and perceptions that 

Danish students have of the UK’s nation image. This study adopts Brinkmann and Kvale’s (2015) 

‘interviewer as a traveller’ metaphor for the epistemological conception that interviewing is a 

process of knowledge construction. Instead of mining for or collecting meaning from subjects, the 

interviewer goes on a journey with the participant, engaging in conversation and interpreting as 

they travel (ibid). This would not have been possible with another method of data collection, such 

as a survey, which is better suited for quantitative data and a deductive approach. Furthermore, 

because there is a limit to the number and type of questions you can ask in a survey, the data 

collected is unlikely to be as wide ranging and in-depth (Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

An alternative to in-depth interviews would have been a focus group, which is a group 

interview that focuses on a particular issue by encouraging discussion amongst participants 

(Kruger & Casey, 2009). Focus groups were considered as a method for data collection, since the 

emphasis on group interactions might have led to some highly productive discussions and brought 

forth more spontaneous expressive and emotional views than individual interviews (Brinkmann 

& Kvale, 2015). However, the possibility to go in depth with specific issues would not be possible 

as focus groups lack the opportunity of building rapport with each individual participant to ask 

probing questions (Saunders et al., 2016) and the group dynamic reduces the moderator’s control 

of the discussion (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Furthermore, there was a concern that a ‘group 

effect’ might occur, where some individuals end up dominating the discussion and potentially 

influencing other participant’s opinions, which would influence the data. Especially with the 

context of Brexit, I was worried that the discussion would end up being a political debate rather 

than a conversation about how participants understand Brexit. Finally, time constraints also 

dictated the method used. Since data was collected during the summer when many students 

would be on holiday, it was more viable to set up 10-12 individual interviews at the students’ 

convenience, where more than one interview could be conducted in a day, than attempting to 

arrange three or four separate focus groups of 4-12 participants. 

 

There are three common interview typologies: structured, semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews (Saunders et al., 2016). Structured interviews with predetermined identical questions 

were too formal for the nature of this study and would not provide enough flexibility in probing 

for deeper insights. On the other hand, while unstructured interviews do allow for exploring the 
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topic in-depth and are thus ideal for exploratory studies, they were deemed too unstructured for 

this study. Since there are no questions, only guiding themes, the interviewees are able to talk 

freely about the topic, meaning that they can easily steer the conversation off track. In exploring 

the perceptions of the British nation brand image, the interview themes were based on Anholt’s 

six dimensions of nation branding- this is elaborated on in the following ‘interview questions’ 

section- which meant that some form of guiding questions were required. In semi-structured 

interviews, the researcher has a list of themes and key questions that need to be covered, though 

their use may vary from interview to interview (Saunders et al., 2016). Moreover, unlike with 

structured interviews, this type of interview is flexible and allows the researcher to probe answers 

by asking the interviewees to explain or build on their responses, which is necessary for an 

interpretivist philosophy in order to understand deeper meanings (ibid). This type of interview is 

often applied to case study research and is often used not only to understand the ‘what’ and the 

‘how’ but also to probe deeper into the ‘why’ (ibid). Consequently, semi-structured interviews 

were selected as the most appropriate interview type for an exploratory study.  

 

4.4.2.2. How many interviews 

There is no specified ideal number of interviews as every piece of research is unique and will 

have different requirements, so the number of interviews is dependent upon the nature and 

purpose of the study. Saunders et al. (2016) refer to data saturation as a guide, where data is 

continuously collected until no more new information or themes can be found, implying that the 

researcher decides when enough data has been collected and no more interviews are necessary. 

This approach to determining the right number of interviews is rather subjective and requires 

critical judgement on the researcher’s part.  

 

Nevertheless, a sample size between 5-25 interviews is the common amount in qualitative 

studies with semi-structured or in-depth interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Saunders et al., 

2016). When the research aims to understand commonalities within a fairly homogenous group, 

as is the case in this study - Danish CBS students who have studied in the UK - up to 12 in-depth 

interviews should suffice (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).  For this study, 10 interviews were 

conducted in total as this was considered the point that data saturation was reached. 

Furthermore, Saunders et al. (2016) argue that a smaller study focusing on fewer subjects can be 

advantageous in that it is not only more feasible, but the researcher is also able to delve deeper 

into the topic and be more thorough in the analysis. Therefore, while more interviews could have 

potentially been conducted, it was neither deemed necessary for more data nor feasible with the 
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limited time and resource constraints of this thesis. Although participants were not all the same 

gender nor did they study exactly the same thing, they were similar in many other ways, including 

that they were all Danish CBS students studying a business-related degree of a similar age 

(between 20-26 years) and having studied for some period of time in the UK. With a homogenous 

sample, shared characteristics allow the data to be explored in greater depth and minor 

differences to be more apparent (Saunders et al., 2016). 

 

4.4.2.3. Developing the interview themes & questions 

 As semi-structured interviews were chosen for this study, a list of important themes and key 

questions were generated to guide the interviews. Saunders et al. (2016, p. 402) note that 

interview themes may be derived from the literature that you read, the theories that you consider, 

your experience of a particular topic, common sense and discussions with co-workers, fellow 

students, tutors and research participants, or a combination of these approaches. Initially, I 

wanted to frame my questions around Anholt’s Nation Branding Index methodology, that is the 

six key dimensions on which he evaluates and ranks nation brands: governance, culture, people, 

tourism, exports and immigration/investment. Unfortunately, the original source containing his 

methodology and results could not be found anywhere. After having contacted him directly on 

LinkedIn, he informed me that the data from the annual survey is not made public because the 

results are sold to individual country governments to assist them in their nation branding 

strategies (Anholt, personal communication, Aug 4, 2019). Consequently, I would not be able to 

apply this methodology in my research. Nevertheless, the six dimensions and what they entail are 

discussed in the literature, and therefore, they formed the framework for my own overarching 

themes and the correlating questions within these themes, which I deemed pertinent to 

ascertaining the detailed perceptions of the UK’s nation brand image. An example of a question 

asked within the theme of ‘People’ is “How would you describe British people?” followed by 

probing questions of why that is.  

 

To ease into the interview and help build rapport, specified and closed questions were first 

used as introductory questions. For example, all interviewees were first asked to explain their 

connection to the UK in order to introduce their relationship with the country, and also to function 

as an ice breaker where they could freely talk about their personal experience and thereby get 

into the flow of the research topic. Since the interviews were semi-structured, the format of most 

of the questions where open-ended and required the interviewee to provide an extensive and 

developed answer, not just a simple yes or no answer. Due to the exploratory nature of the study, 
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the majority of the questions began with ‘What’ or ‘How’ in order to encourage long descriptive 

answers and to explore the issues in greater detail. As mentioned, probing follow-up questions 

were frequently asked to encourage respondents to elaborate on their answers, such as “could 

you elaborate on that?” and “what do you mean by that?”.  

 

Summary and interpretive questions were also asked, where the interviewer’s response was 

rephrased to ensure correct understanding, and the implications of an answer are further 

explored (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Saunders et al., 2016). Despite there being key themes and 

relevant questions that needed to be explored, due to the flexible nature of semi-structured 

interviews, the order of posed questions often varied to suit the flow of each interview, and at 

times some questions were omitted if not relevant, other times additional questions were 

spontaneously asked.  

 

 After the initial perception of the UK’s image was explored with regard to the six dimensions, 

questions on Brexit were asked. This included asking how respondents felt about Brexit in relation 

to the dimensions, for example, how Brexit has influenced the way they view the British 

government or people. Further probing questions were asked in order to understand how the 

respondents made sense of Brexit and their emotional response to the event. Furthermore, 

respondents were asked if Brexit has any impact on any future interactions they might have with 

the UK, such as moving there for work, to live or simply going on holiday. These questions were 

asked in order to gain an understanding of how the respondents view the UK in the current 

context of Brexit and to determine if their perceptions of the UK have changed in any way because 

of it. The questions were not derived from any pre-existing theory but instead were developed on 

the spot during each interview, depending on the interviewees’ responses.  

 

Despite the advantage that semi-structured interviews give in terms of flexibility, researchers 

need to be aware that the manner in which they interact with the interviewees and ask questions 

will impact reliability and validity of the data they collect (Saunders et al., 2016). As an untrained 

research interviewer, it was challenging to remain unbiased when asking questions, particularly 

ensuring not to ask leading questions. However, an attempt was made to phrase questions in a 

way so as not to lead the interviewee, for instance, asking “are you saying that…” or “by that do 

you mean…” instead of “would you say that…”. The former allows the respondent to agree or 

correct my understanding of their answers, while the latter encourages the respondent to agree 

with what I want them to say.  
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4.4.2.4. Conducting the interviews 

 Saunders et al. (2016) note that the interview location can influence the data you collect. After 

initial contact was made with the respondent, a face-to-face interview was set up to be conducted 

in a private group room on campus. Since the respondents were all CBS students, this was done 

because it would be convenient for the respondents and they would presumably feel comfortable 

in a space they are familiar with. Moreover, because the group rooms can be booked, there would 

be no concern about being disturbed, ensuring maximum privacy for respondents to answer 

candidly, as well as reducing the noise level, which was important for recording the interviews.  

 

 Prior to the interview, respondents knew little about the research topic other than what was 

stated in the Facebook post requesting them to participate: that it was about their personal 

experience and opinions of the UK and that they needed to have studied or be studying there. This 

was done intentionally so as not to influence their responses. By this, I especially mean that the 

context of Brexit was not introduced until during the interview, about halfway through, in order 

to avoid swaying their answers in a certain direction. If the respondents brought up Brexit of their 

own accord, this was acceptable because that was their organic and unbiased opinion, however, 

it was not probed for until after they had described their perception of the UK within the six nation 

branding dimensions. The interviewees were not required to prepare anything prior to the 

interview, however, the interviews might have benefited from asking the interviewees to reflect 

on their experience in the UK before the interview so that the information was fresh in their mind. 

 

 Before starting the interview, the respondents were given a very brief overview of the 

research topic, again with no mention of Brexit, and were informed that the interviews would be 

anonymous. Verbal informed consent was also obtained with regards to collecting data and 

recording the interviews, which was simply done using the ‘voice memo’ function on my mobile 

phone. The interviews were recorded for later transcription, but also to ensure that I was able to 

fully focus on listening and asking follow-up questions, instead of remembering what was said. 

Brief notes were also taken during the interview so as not to forget follow-up questions. On 

average, the interviews lasted about 45 minutes long, not including time to get acquainted and 

concluding the interview process. After each interview, short summary notes were made of the 

most relevant points or when anything interesting was observed, such as how early on in the 

interview the topic of Brexit was mentioned by the respondent and any strong emotions 

associated with it. Both audio recording and note-taking was done as a means to control bias and 

produce reliable data. 
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4.5. Data Analysis 

 

In this section the data analysis methods and techniques are accounted for. The interactive 

nature of qualitative data analysis will be discussed as well as how the data was prepared for 

analysis in the form of interview transcripts. Then the use of thematic analysis as a method for 

analysing the interview data will be explained.  

 

4.5.1. Interactive Nature of Qualitative Research 

Both Brinkmann & Kvale (2015) and Saunders et al. (2016) refer to the interactive nature of 

qualitative research. Analysis of the data should not just be limited to the analysis stage but should 

also be conducted during and in between data collection, in this case, during and after the 

interviews. Doing so helps to shape the direction of data collection, especially when you are 

following a more inductive approach (Saunders et al., 2016). Moreover, Brinkmann & Kvale (2015, 

p. 221) also highlight common steps in the interview analysis stage, which includes interviewee 

self-analysis whereby the respondents themselves discover new relationships and meaning in 

their spontaneous descriptions during the interview, without interpretation from the interviewer. 

Additionally, the interviewer is also encouraged during the interview to condense and interpret 

the meaning of what the interviewee describes, followed by confirmation or disconfirmation on 

the respondent’s part of whether this understanding is correct or not. This implies an ongoing 

interpretation of what the respondent says and encourages the researcher to be continually 

actively engaging with the data throughout the interview process. Ideally, interaction with the 

data should occur in between conducting interviews as well to ensure continual engagement and 

that the research direction is correct. Interviews were transcribed immediately after the 

interview was conducted as a cursory form of data analysis, which allowed me to familiarise 

myself with the data and establish when data saturation was attained.  

 

4.5.2. Transcribing Interviews 

While there are few standard rules for transcriptions and it is therefore up to the researcher 

how this is done, Brinkmann & Kvale (2015) note that it is important to explicitly state what 

transcription choices were made. The transcriptions in this research paper were made in what 

Brinkmann & Kvale (2015, p. 207) term “written style” as opposed to verbatim. Although the 

original content was transcribed as close to the exact wording as possible for authenticity, the text 

was edited so that filler words such as “umm” and “uhh” and the repetition of words like “but” and 

“and” were not included. This was done because these words would not provide much richness in 
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data but rather, they would make it difficult to read and analyse the transcriptions. Instead ellipses 

were used to replace filler words or to indicate when an interviewee paused for thought. Since the 

interviews were not analysed for the language used, such as through a discourse analysis, it was 

deemed unnecessary to transcribe all instances of intonation, body language, emotional 

expressions etc. However, when these elements enhanced what was being said by the respondent, 

they have been included. For example, intonation when discussing a respondent’s attitude 

towards Brexit has been included, in the form of italics, if the respondent demonstrated a strong 

opinion on the subject, as this might prove relevant for the analysis. The transcriptions can be 

found in full uploaded separately on Digital Exam.  

 

4.5.3. Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis is a qualitative data analysis method used for identifying, analysing and 

reporting patterns or themes within data, which minimally organizes and describes your data set 

in rich detail (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis is often thought of as a generic approach 

or foundational method for analysing qualitative data, however, it essentially uses the same 

processes to analyse data as other qualitative analysis methods, such as discourse analysis or 

grounded theory (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The purpose of thematic analysis is to search for 

patterns that occur across a data set and code them into themes for further analysis relating to 

the research question. The advantage of this approach is that it offers a systematic yet flexible and 

accessible approach to analysing qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It is systematic as it 

provides an orderly and logical way to analyse qualitative data, which means it can be used to 

analyse large qualitative data sets, as well as smaller ones, leading to rich descriptions, 

explanations and theorising (Saunders et al., 2016). It is flexible as it is not tied to a particular 

philosophical position because it was developed as a standalone analytical technique (ibid.). 

Content analysis was considered for this thesis, though ultimately because of its focus on 

quantifying qualitative data for statistical analyses it was not deemed as suitable as thematic 

analysis. 

 

In a thematic analysis, coding is used to categorise data with similar meanings. Coding 

involves labelling each unit of data within a data item (in this case interview transcripts) with a 

code that symbolises or summarises that extract’s meaning in order to make each piece of data in 

which you are interested accessible for further analysis (Saunders et al., 2016). For this thesis, 

coding was carried out using the computer software NVivo as it was a more structured approach 

and made sub grouping themes much easier than if done manually. The coding process will 
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depend on the research approach adopted. Although the approach in this study is predominantly 

inductive, whereby the themes produced depended on the data, it could be argued that a deductive 

approach was used as well. Some of the interview questions were framed around the six nation 

brand dimensions, meaning that a sort of preconceived framework was used in order to code the 

data around these questions that derived from theory. This means that some prior codes were 

applied in the coding process, for instance, sub-codes were found under the theme of ‘British 

culture’. This allowed me to obtain a detailed and nuanced analysis of certain aspects that were 

relevant to the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). With that being said, when exploring 

perceptions of Brexit, no prior themes were established from theory, instead they were generated 

inductively from the data and coded for. Saunders et al. (2016) argue that using a purely inductive 

or deductive approach to coding in the analysis may be problematic, therefore the abductive 

approach taken in this thesis is appropriate.  
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5. Analysis 
 

In this chapter the empirical findings, i.e. the identified themes found from coding the 

interviews, will be presented and analysed vis-à-vis the aforementioned theoretical framework. 

In order to attempt to best answer how Danish students make sense of and perceive the British 

nation brand in the current context of Brexit, the analysis is structured around Anholt’s six 

Competitive Identity dimensions, with subordinate themes identified within each category.  

 

5.1. People 

There were mixed perceptions when it came to describing British people but the main sub-

themes identified under the dimension of ‘People’ were: ‘Friendly & Polite with an Inflated Sense 

of Importance’ and ‘Welcoming vs Unwelcoming’. 

 

5.1.1. Friendly & Polite with an Inflated Sense of Importance 

For the most part, the respondents thought of British people as being friendly, kind, open, 

helpful and polite. When asked to describe instances that exemplified how the Brits were friendly, 

DI referred to the Brits’ use of affectionate names like “darling” and “love” to complete strangers 

they have just met, while MA described them as being “really open and ready to include you in 

everything”, even inviting you to their house when you meet. Furthermore, the Brits were also 

described by most as being polite (DI, JO, NI, SO, ZT, AS), and in some cases, overly polite and non-

confrontational (SO, NI, AS). JO even went as far as to describe them as “really upper-class 

Englishmen that are really fine and polite and says please sir and all that, good manners”. 

O’Shaughnessy & O’Shaughnessy (2000), emphasise that stereotypes play a huge role in the 

overall image of a nation, and the notion of a posh, polite, stiff upper lip gentleman is a 

quintessentially British stereotype. Brits are often characterised as polite, well-to-do people with 

posh accents, who profusely apologising and love to queue (Tandem, 2019), so the results of how 

British people are perceived are indicative of common British stereotypes and therefore not 

especially surprising.  

 

 Nevertheless, this perception of British people being friendly and kind is juxtaposed with 

another less flattering perception of the more rough, lower to middle-class Brit that is loud, drinks 

and swears a lot and is not particularly well educated (MA, ME, JO, ZT). While the aforementioned 

perceptions are suggestive of classic British stereotypes, these perceptions appear to be formed 

from first-hand experiences while interacting with British people. This is certainly the case for AS, 
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who states that her initial posh and polite perception of Brits has changed the longer that she lives 

in the UK and the more she gets to know the people. Moreover, a handful of respondents also 

thought that the Brits have an arrogant and “cocky” (ZT) air about them, which they suggest stems 

from their colonial roots (JO, MT, MA, NI, ZT). This notion is exemplified by the following: “I think 

a lot of Brits feel like they're a little bit above other people in general because they have this whole 

history with world domination and having invented all these things and sort of put their mark on the 

current world as it is, probably more than any other country in the world if you look at it broadly” 

(MT).  

 

5.1.2. Welcoming vs Unwelcoming 

 According to Anholt’s theory of Competitive Identity, the People dimension includes 

whether one would like a person from the country as a close friend, whether one would employ a 

well-qualified person from the country, and whether the people of that country would make one 

feel welcome when visiting (Anholt, 2007). All respondents agreed that they would want a British 

person as a close friend or employee. This result is unsurprising as it matches the results of the 

2019 NBI, where both wanting a Brit as a close friend and the likelihood of employing a well-

qualified Brit were ranked 4th. However, there were mixed responses about Brits being 

welcoming.  

 

 The majority of the interviewees said that the British people were personally very 

welcoming towards them, either by including them in all sorts of activities or wanting to 

familiarise themselves with the respondent’s culture – “In my point of view, like my experiences, 

they've been extremely welcoming and very interested in learning about where I was from and how 

my culture differed from theirs. So I had very positive experiences with that and they seem very 

welcoming to me.” (SO). Not a single respondent said they had directly experienced any feelings of 

unwelcomeness. It is very interesting that everyone mostly thought of the British as being 

welcoming because that is contradictory to what the 2019 NBI results indicate, where the 

‘welcome’ attribute scores a measly 16 – down by one place this year, for the third consecutive 

year of decline (VisitBritain, 2019). Although surprising, since many perceptions of a nation are 

formed from first-hand interaction with its people (Dinnie, 2016), and none of the respondents 

experienced any personal hostility from British people, it only makes sense that their overall view 

of British people would be welcoming. Similarly, once people form perceptions they remain quite 

attached to them and will carry on believing the same thing until something quite dramatic 

happens in the real world, and even then this change can be slow (Anholt, 2007). This could 
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explain why the respondents cling to their views of British people, because they have always 

believed the stereotypes of Brits being friendly and open, and so it is challenging for them to 

suddenly alter their perceptions of the population as a whole when they have only been 

confronted with lovely engaging people. 

 

 Moreover, it is notable that all bar one of the respondents were Caucasian Danes who did 

not on first appearance look strikingly foreign. Only one respondent was of a mixed background 

(Danish-Middle Eastern) and he also did not experience any unwelcome behaviour from the Brits. 

As MT pointed out, being a white male, it is easy for him to be accepted most places and he believes 

that the British are welcoming to a point – “welcoming to people of their own likeness”. It would 

appear that he and the other respondents are the “acceptable” kind of foreigners who speak 

English, have the right skin tone and education, and have not come from abroad to steal the British 

people’s jobs, hence they are welcomed with open arms. 

 

 On the other hand, some of the respondents noted that it was difficult to get to know and 

become close friends with Brits, or enter their “inner circle” (AS, MA), not necessarily because they 

didn’t want to be friends with foreigners but because the exchange students were only staying 

temporarily until their semester abroad was over. This seems to suggest that the Brits were not 

unwelcoming because they had little interest in befriending a foreigner but rather that there was 

no sense in investing in a short-term friendship, whether they be British or not. Other respondents 

noted that they did not get to spend much time with the British students and stuck together with 

the exchange students on campus instead, therefore the possibility for them to experience any 

potential hostility is much less likely than if they were to have interacted with Brits at work for 

instance.  

 

 Despite not having experienced hostility themselves, many of the respondents noted that 

British people have not been particularly receptive and open to foreigners or immigrants (MT, 

ME, NI, AS, SO). It also appears that the level of openness and acceptance to immigrants correlates 

to the different areas of the nation, with London being more welcoming than the North of England 

for example – “I think there is currently a pretty strong trend towards it being very difficult to accept 

new cultures…I think London has a strong sense of international purpose and international 

communities…while I think the rest of the UK has a bit more of a strong idea that in order to keep 

the British identity you need to keep foreigners out, which is really unfortunate (AS). Furthermore, 

it is quite ironic that Britain is so unwelcoming to foreigners when the British went out and 

colonised many countries around the globe, inserting themselves in their countries and culture, 
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amongst their people. But now when foreigners come to the UK, especially immigrants from the 

British colonies, they are not only unhappy about it but hostile. Brexit has seemingly also played 

a role in how welcoming Brits are regarded: “Brexit is very prominent and very harsh for a lot of 

[foreigners] in many ways because we feel a lot less like we belong here than I think we used to” (AS). 

 

 In general, British people as a population are viewed in quite high regard amongst the 

respondents, however, it appears that while the respondents have not personally experienced 

feeling unwelcome while living and studying in the UK, the ongoing Brexit debate has in fact 

changed the way they view British people to some extent. Despite claiming that they still think the 

Brits are friendly and outgoing, and that they would welcome having them as a close friend or 

employee, their general perceptions of them have changed. According to the interviewees, Brits 

are now perceived as being quite naïve, ill-informed and even stupid, in fact almost half of the 

respondents expressed strong disappointment in the British people after the results of the Brexit 

referendum came through (MA, NI, JO, SO) and that the outcome of the vote has reflected poorly 

on Brits in general. The general sentiment from the respondents is that British people are still well 

liked but are consistently seen as less open and welcoming. This is certainly reflected by the steady 

decline of Britain’s NBI ‘People’ ranking, which dropped from 6th to 7th place this year (VisitBritain, 

2019). 

 

5.2. Culture 

The main themes identified under the attribute of ‘Culture’ are ‘Heritage & Traditions’, 

‘Football Culture’ and ‘Pub & Drinking Culture’. According to Dinnie (2016), a nation’s culture 

represents a truly unique and authentic facet of national identity that cannot be fabricated or 

manipulated, and therefore it functions as an innate nation-brand equity asset. Britain is strongly 

associated with heritage, culture and traditions, making it a vital asset for Britain’s nation brand 

image and one that should be nurtured. 

 

5.2.1. Heritage & Traditions 

A predominant theme mentioned by many of the interviewees was the strong sense of 

heritage and traditions in British culture (JO, ZT, NI, AS, MT, MA): “you can just see the history they 

carry it very much in their soul” (NI). When asked to elaborate on what sort of traditions they 

associate with Britain, many referred to the archetypal Sunday roasts and afternoon tea, while MT 

even highlighted that British traditions go far beyond the average household and into the 

government - “They're very traditional, you can see the way their government is working…they have 
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this long stick or staff that if it's moved from the house of the Lords or whatever they can't commence 

with any politics until it's returned and they have all the wigs for their court system and, it's very 

very traditional in sort of an old imperialistic way”. He was not alone in referencing the British 

Empire in relation to British heritage (JO, AS, ZT) as much of what is considered temporary British 

culture stems from the culture adopted and integrated from their colonies, such as the diverse 

cuisine and even tea drinking culture.  

 

 While most respondents emphasised the history and traditions in British culture, ZT found 

it “difficult to pinpoint British culture” because the nation has become so multicultural and diverse 

with the mix of nationalities. Although it is not good for a nation’s image to have an unclear sense 

of culture, it is important that nations embrace both their past heritage and the present living 

culture to maintain a contemporary culture that is not obscured by outdated images (Dinnie, 

2016). The responses suggest that a rich cultural heritage was perceived to be Britain’s strongest 

cultural asset, which has been relayed into their contemporary culture. However, ‘cultural 

heritage’ is only ranked 7th on the 2019 NBI, the lowest of the Culture scores, which is highly 

surprising given the results of the interviews. Instead, ‘contemporary culture’ has risen in ranks 

to 3rd place, which may actually be a positive thing for Britain’s image. 

 

5.2.2. Football Culture 

Another major theme identified in relation to culture was the football culture in the UK, 

which the majority of interviewees mentioned before being asked about sports (DI, MT, MA, ME, 

NI, ZI). This was surprising as I did not expect football to be a main cultural theme amongst the 

respondents. However, three of the respondents did study in Liverpool, a city with a huge football 

presence, which could explain why football has a strong British cultural association for them. It is 

noteworthy that under this topic, all comments refer solely to England, not Britain. 

 

Many respondents expressed views that England is hugely passionate about football (DI, 

ZT, NI, MA) – “in Liverpool [football] was basically the most important thing” (DI). The popularity 

of English football seems to transcend international borders to become one of the most popular 

and followed football leagues in the world (MT), to the point where respondents who have no 

interest in football can recognise English football team names and players (NI). One reason that 

could explain why football is such a topic of pride in England is the belief that England is the ‘home’ 

of football (NI, MT, FIFA, n.d.) and therefore it has a long and entrenched heritage behind it. 

Football is such an integral part of English identity that even if people do not play, the country 
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rallies around the English national football team at international sporting events. A notable 

comment was that football, or sports in general, has the power and ability to unite people, and 

particularly right now it’s an influential factor in uniting the world with England (NI, MT). Sports, 

along with other cultural elements like music and film, represents some of the expressions of 

contemporary culture that can play a significant role in determining country image perceptions, 

and therefore it can be a valuable innate nation brand asset (Dinnie, 2016). Since football is such 

a hugely popular sport in England and abroad, it can have an incredibly profound influence on the 

nation brand image, to the extent that it could potentially offset negative perceptions of the 

country, caused by factors such as their politics.  

 

Nevertheless, despite the English football league being internationally renowned and 

celebrated, some of the respondents held negative associations towards English football culture 

highlighting that English football fans have a tendency to “go a little bit crazy”, and often resort to 

hooligan behaviour (NI, MA, JO). This perception does not seem to have had an effect of general 

perceptions of British sports, and Britain ranks 5th on the 2019 NBI (VisitBritain, 2019) for ‘excels 

at sports’, however these perceptions of hooligans could negatively impact the view of British 

people. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

5.2.3. Pub Culture vs Drinking Culture 

More than half of the respondents (NI, ZT, AS, MT, JO, ME) mentioned pub culture as 

something they associate with being distinctively part of British culture. They describe the 

tradition of getting a pint after work or even during the lunch break (AS) and the comforting, down 

to earth atmosphere of pubs (ZT, NI). Another equally predominant cultural theme was the 

drinking and partying culture in Britain (AS, ME, NK, DI, MT, MA). Traditional pub culture that is 

very cosy and calm is starkly contrasted with the British binge-drinking culture that is very messy 

and at odds with the put-together, stiff upper lip view of Brits during the day. The previous 

reference to hooligan culture is also particularly relevant for this sub-theme, where British 

drinking & partying culture is viewed in the same light. Most made comparisons to Denmark 

where there is also a robust drinking culture, however the respondents view the Brits as the 

extreme. While the respondents acknowledge that Danes enjoy drinking and partying a lot, the 

British “party hard” (MT) and take it to another level that the respondents were actually surprised 

and often appalled by (AS, MT, NK, MA). They noted that drinking culture involves adults being 

sick everywhere and partying all week, not just Friday to Saturday (NK, AS). British drinking 

culture is definitely a strong negative stereotype, one that unfortunately seems to ring true, but as 
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Freedland (2012) states, “it's not the volume of pints consumed that has led to [Britain’s] boozy 

reputation. It's the way we drink that's the problem”. 

 

In general, perceptions of Culture have remain largely unaffected by Brexit despite falling 

a ranking to 5th on the 2019 NBI (VisitBritain, 2019). This could possibly be because the culture 

of a country is enduring and hard to change quickly. 

 

 

5.3. Tourism 

Tourism was one of the, if not the most, positively viewed dimensions amongst the 

respondents. This sentiment is also echoed in the 2019 NBI results, where the UK’s Tourism is 

ranked 4th out of the 50 nations, maintaining its ranking from the previous year. The predominant 

theme identified under this dimension was London vs the Rest of Britain. Other smaller themes 

such as Historical Buildings & Monuments, Shopping and Sports Tourism were mentioned, however 

they were not deemed prominent enough to be discussed separately in relation to the theoretical 

framework. Instead, they have either been incorporated into the main theme or not discussed at 

all. 

 

5.3.1. London vs. “the Rest of Britain” 

When it comes to British Tourism, London is the clear standout amongst the interviewees 

as almost all of them mentioned London as a key tourist attraction that entices tourists or Danes 

to the UK, at least initially. In fact, London is more than once described as the “metropolis of 

Europe” (ZT, MT). Some respondents (DI, NI, JO, ME) highlighted that it is an incredibly touristy 

capital city with the hop-on-hop-off buses and numerous tourist hotspots, claiming that the 

tourists “take away the British culture” (DI) and that it is not the “true” or “traditional England” 

(JO). Others (MA, NI, SO) focus more on the positives, like the vibrant city life, theatres, museums, 

history and experiences that you can have in London. According to the responses (DI, MA, SO), 

London seems to have been at the forefront of people’s minds because most people, or Europeans, 

do not know much about the rest of the UK and what there is to see there as it is not really 

advertised abroad. Up until recently, tourism marketing has focused very much on London, and 

as NK points out, London is good at “advertising itself as an attractive tourist city”.  

 

The capital city of London, a landscape by way of a city, functions as a strong innate nation 

brand asset for Britain, meaning that it provides a unique and powerful means of differentiation 
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for the nation brand (Dinnie, 2008). London is arguably the most iconic landscape of the nation, 

with no end of recognisable landmarks and monuments, such as Big Ben, Buckingham Palace, 

Tower Bridge, London Eye, London Underground, the red telephone booths etc. The city has 

capitalised on its infamous iconography, including but not limited to the Underground signs, red 

double-decker buses and the British Royal Family, to offer a completely authentic experience that 

cannot be imitated elsewhere. The associations with London are so strong that it has become one 

of Britain’s strongest nation-brand equity assets, not only in terms of tourism. These perceptions 

of London are also reflected in the 2018 NBI results where “vibrant city life & urban attractions” 

and “rich in historic buildings & monuments” were the highest-ranking Tourism attributes, 

ranked 4th and 5th respectively. Whether it is too touristy or filled with endless things to do, there 

is no doubt that London is an important nation brand asset for Britain.  

 

Another reason why Tourism ranked so highly among the respondents was that the 

Danish students viewed the UK, more specifically London, as a quick and affordable weekend 

getaway or short holiday destination (DI, MT, MA, ZT). With its close proximity to Denmark and a 

direct cheap Ryanair flight between Stansted and all major Danish airports, it is not only easier 

but also cheaper for Danes to travel to London for a short stay than from Zealand to Jutland. Britain 

therefore becomes an attractive holiday destination for Danes as it is more convenient to travel 

there than in their home country. Moreover, a few mentioned that shopping played a role in the 

travel decision because it is generally cheaper than in Denmark (ZT, MA) 

 

 Although London was a clear contender for the Tourism dimension, most of the 

respondents acknowledged that there is more to Britain besides London (AS, DI, JO, MT, MA, NI, 

SO & ZT) and that it is because it is such a huge capital city that it takes the focus away from the 

rest of Britain (JO). A select few even stated that London is not the first place they associate with 

the UK but instead the smaller towns and suburbs (DI, MA). They perceive the UK as so much more 

than just a shopping destination fulfilling every need by offering everything from culture and 

history to nature and city life (MA, MT, NI). They have very positive perceptions of the British 

countryside or suburban areas, and quite easily recall Scotland and Northern Ireland as being 

associated with nature. These nuanced perceptions of Britain suggest that because of the 

respondents’ first-hand experience with the place, their perceptions are far more extensive than 

the typical stereotypes of British tourism. This is at odds with the NBI, where Natural Beauty is 

ranked very low in 26th position. Despite the varied answers from the respondents, this ranking 

is not surprising since as previously mentioned, most people associate the UK and Britain with 

London and urban city life, not the wild outdoors. Britain’s current nation branding campaign does 
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attempt to promote the local natural landscapes with adverts such as “Countryside is GREAT 

Britain” (VisitBritain, n.d.-b) but according to the ranking and comments from the respondents, it 

appears that most people still equate Britain with London. 

 

According to these findings however, it appears that Brexit has had little effect on 

perceptions of this dimension as all but one respondent said they would continue to visit the UK 

on holiday and short term trips. MA was the only one concerned about the outcome of Brexit on 

tourism and said she would not even go there on a short holiday until after the “situation is 

settled”, in fact she had already cancelled a holiday because she was concerned about the 

uncertainty and did not want to risk being stranded in the airport when the flights are cancelled. 

This is a perfect example of how Brexit has not only altered perceptions of Britain but also one of 

the likely negative consequences of the situation, where tourists are discouraged from visiting for 

fear of uncertainty. Granted this appears to be an anomaly since the remaining nine respondents 

did not share the same fears or intentions to avoid visiting Britain. Further, according to the 2018 

NBI results, British tourism is thriving. 

 

5.4. Governance 

The perceptions and views expressed under the theme of governance were the most negative 

of all six dimensions, with in fact nothing positive mentioned by all respondents. This is not 

surprising given the current political climate in the UK and rhetoric of the media coverage, both 

in the UK and in Denmark. This sentiment is also reflected in the results from the 2019 Nation 

Brand Index, where British Governance is only ranked 11th, the lowest ranking of all its nation 

brand dimensions (VisitBritain, 2019). The perceptions under this theme also referred solely to 

the government in the context of Brexit. Furthermore, the interviews were conducted in August 

and thus, the views expressed reflect perceptions of Brexit events at that time, excluding events 

occurring after that, including: the proroguing of parliament, the December general election, and 

the fact that an agreement on Brexit has finally been made. The identified sub-themes include 

Incompetent, Childish and Boris Johnson.  

 

5.4.1. Incompetent 

One of the key elements of the NBI ‘Governance’ dimension is whether or not people 

believe the country is governed competently and honestly, which scored 12th (VisitBritain, 2019). 

Almost all interviewees expressed a lack of confidence and trust in the British government, 

believing them to be incompetent at governing and incapable of making a decision on Brexit. MT 
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succinctly sums up the general perceptions of the British government – “absolute shambles 

[laughs]”. The general assessment is that the current government is unable to agree on any 

decisions and are instead focusing on a chaotic scramble for power. The laughing also seems 

indicative of how most people in mainland Europe regard Britain: with a mixture of bewilderment 

and indifference. 

 

As previously mentioned, Competitive Identity is communicated through “governance” in 

the form of policy decisions from the government, including foreign policies that directly affect 

overseas populations or domestic policies that are reported in international media (Anholt, 2007). 

The reporting of British politics has tended to be dominated by Brexit, both at home and abroad, 

and the rhetoric surrounding this has been incredibly contentious. According to FutureBrand 

(2019b), a country’s polarizing politics and a low measure in Tolerance can negatively influence 

a country’s overall perception and degrade country brand strength. The interview results 

certainly seem to support this notion, with politics and prejudice to immigrants cited as the two 

main factors that have negatively altered the respondents’ perceptions of Brand Britain. Similarly, 

the 2019 NBI Governance results indicate a degrading in perceptions of the government, with both 

perceptions of competence and citizen rights treated fairly falling 2 and 3 places respectively 

(VisitBritain, 2019).  

 

Something particularly interesting was the constant comparison between current British 

politics and American politics (MA, DI, MT, NI, ZI). The respondents saw a clear resemblance 

between the divisive rhetoric coming from the British government and to that of the White House 

in the US. Though most stressed it is not quite on the same level, the UK can be regarded as similar 

to the US, particularly in terms of governance and policy, as well as the population’s hostility 

towards immigrants. It is noteworthy that the two impactful votes of 2016 – the Brexit 

referendum and Trump’s presidential election – occurred within the span of half a year of each 

other. This seems to have almost compounded perceptions in the sense that parallels can be 

drawn between the two and enhancing the effect of disbelief, outrage and confusion that followed 

both events. The general sentiment of late seems to be ‘what has the world come to’ (NI) or the 

fall of democracy (SO). Furthermore, it seems that Britain has been lucky, to use the term loosely, 

in the sense that the intensely negative perceptions that the world currently has of the US and 

their politics have almost overshadowed what is going on in the UK. If it weren’t for Trump and 

his administration, the world might just focus on Britain and Brexit a little more instead.  
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An aspect of the Governance dimension includes whether the government respects the 

rights of citizens and treats them with fairness, which some of the respondents do not agree with. 

They claim that a lot of British people did not want Brexit and want another referendum vote but 

the Government is ignoring their wishes (this was in the summer, before the recent general 

election where the outcome seemed to suggest that Britain does in fact want Brexit). Their 

argument is that the British government has been incompetent at delivering an outcome that 

pleases both sides of the Brexit divide, an unachievable task. 

 

Counteracting negative nation images requires a clear strategy and visionary leadership 

(Anholt, 2007), neither of which the UK currently possesses. It has been made quite evident that 

the government has absolutely no idea what to do about Brexit, so much so that the discussions 

lasted for almost four years. Regarding leadership, the UK has had neither strong nor likeable 

leaders throughout the Brexit process: Theresa May was so unsuccessful that she resigned as 

Prime Minister, and Boris Jonson seems to have no concrete plan for Britain beyond getting Brexit 

“done”, whatever that means. Despite having won the election by popular vote, his favourability 

amongst Remainers and the interviewees is almost non-existent as he continues to incoherently 

babble his way through important national decisions.  

 

5.4.1. Childish  

Another interesting theme that emerged in relation to the British government was the 

view that British politicians and the British government are acting like children and handling the 

Brexit process as a kindergarten (JO, MT) or circus (JO, MA) – “I think they are children right now. 

They're acting really childish and it’s just a circus”. The comparison to children is suggestive of just 

how chaotic the entire Brexit proceedings have been, with nobody really having any clue or 

control over what is going on, and the government acting stubborn and selfish in their attempts 

to negotiate a divorce deal that keeps being rejected. This childish perception comes in stark 

contrast to the stereotypical image of British people being calm and collected, polite and orderly, 

and perhaps that is why it is jarring for many of the respondents. They have only ever perceived 

the Brits to be friendly and well-mannered. 

 

As it stands, the British government is perceived to be like little children in a kindergarten 

arguing over which toy to play with and who should get to go first. Certainly, the last few months 

in parliament can best be described as a circus, and although this image might seem amusing it is 

anything but, as this is the government in charge of leading Britain through Brexit and negotiating 
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the future relationship with the EU. Their inability to do so comes at the detriment of their own 

people. Britain is quickly becoming the laughing stock of Europe, with respect for their politicians 

and people waning (MA, MT, NI), after all, how can they be taken seriously when they behave like 

schoolchildren.  

 

5.4.2. Boris Johnson 

 When discussing current perceptions of the British government, almost all respondents 

referred to the new Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, and most things were unfavourable, to say the 

least. Amongst other things, Boris is described as being bigoted, racist, clueless, incompetent and 

controversial. Furthermore, he is often likened to the British version of Donal Trump (ME, NI, JO, 

ZT), although the respondents are quick to clarify that Boris is “not as bad” and still a real elected 

politician. Not only is he an unlikeable leader amongst the respondents but he is regarded as a 

terrible leader who is unable to negotiate and make connections with other countries (MA). 

 

Famous people and high profile leaders of a nation are considered strong vehicles for 

portraying a nation’s brand image (Anholt, 2007), and although usually placed under the People 

dimension, the Boris Johnson theme is placed under Governance as he is discussed in relation to 

his role in British politics. Boris Johnson – once the face of London, now the public face of the UK 

– represents the image of the UK by the very nature of his position as Prime Minister and leader 

of the nation. It is therefore unsurprising that the way the respondents view Boris reflects how 

they view the British people who voted for him. As SO points out, the fact that the British electorate 

“chose Boris Johnson reflects very poorly on the British people because they were kind of seen as 

being extremely international at the forefront of culture and leaders in politics”. The choice of the 

British public to elect Boris Johnson and his Conservative party reflects poorly on the British 

people because the negative associations of Boris being racist and bigoted are transferred onto 

the people and the nation as a whole. Similarly, MT compares Americans voting for Trump to Brits 

voting for Boris as his reason for losing respect for the British people. The views expressed by the 

respondents about Boris Johnson are not surprising given the negative press he has been 

receiving since becoming Prime Minister of the UK (Crace, 2019).  

 

As Anholt (2007) notes, it is easier for countries that are not in the mainstream of global 

politics to achieve a good brand ranking because negative brand attributes are typically 

accumulated to first-world countries as a result of unpopular foreign policies (America is a shining 

example of this). Unfortunately for Britain’s image, the UK plays quite an influential role in 
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European and world affairs, meaning that the world cares about its activities, especially when 

their foreign policies directly affect other countries. Consequently, both Johnson and his Tory 

government’s Brexit policies have been critically scrutinised in the global media and as a result 

have had a detrimental impact on perceptions of Britain’s governance. It is quite evident that 

Brexit has had profoundly damaging effects on the respondent’s perception of British governance 

and politics, with many having lost respect for the British politicians and government (JO, MT, MA) 

but also of the British people who voted for Brexit and Johnson. 

 

 

5.5. Immigration & Investment 

This NBI dimension considers whether a country is considered a good place to study for 

educational qualifications, a place with a high quality of life and equality in society, and if people 

are willing to live and work there for a substantial period (VisitBritain, 2019).  

 

5.5.1. Good Place to Study 

 Overall all of the respondents perceived the UK to be a great place to study with many 

highly ranked universities, like Oxford, Cambridge, LSE and Edinburgh University, that have 

strong reputations, citing reputation, academic references, professors who are endorsed for their 

academic skills and the level of education provided as reasons for their perceptions. The perception 

of Britain having highly accredited universities with a high level of education is also what enticed 

most of the respondents to study there on exchange or full time. One particularly noted benefit of 

studying in the UK was the additional support and attention students received while studying with 

smaller classes that allowed for a more intimate interaction between the students and professors 

(NI, DI, MA) as opposed to in Denmark where 200 students are squashed into a small lecture hall. 

This could be explained by the fact that British universities require a steep tuition fee that covers 

the cost of more staff and facilities for students that simply cannot be provided in Danish 

universities, where education is free. On the other hand, a few respondents noted that while 

Britain is highly accredited in terms of international university rankings, there are also a fair 

number of poorer universities, with most cities often having multiple universities: one large 

renowned one and then other smaller ones (DI). 

 Some respondents recognised that the comfortable exchange life they lead would have 

been more challenging as a full time student, since Brits do not receive any government funded 

support to live off of, unlike the monthly student grants (SU) Danes receive, and on top of that 
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education is not free, meaning most students cumulate huge student loans or have to work student 

jobs on the side (NI, DI). This is not the ideal balance for most Danes 

 

5.5.2. Work Opportunities 

This sub-theme is about whether or not the respondents deemed the UK as a viable 

country where they would be able to find relevant job opportunities as well as their desire to live 

and work in Britain in the near to distant future. 

Half of the respondents said that they would be hesitant to move to the UK for work 

because of what they perceive to be a poor work-life balance with long working hours, 

competition, and a relatively lower salary compared to Denmark (MA, ME, MT, SO, ZT). These 

factors would prevent them from actively pursuing a career in the UK. The results of the 2019 

FutureBrand (2019b) CBI echo a similar sentiment, with Value for Money and Good for Business 

both scoring below 30%. Others said that they enjoyed living in the UK while on exchange and if 

the right job opportunity presented itself, they would be willing to move there (DI). The general 

attitude towards quality of life and lifestyle was high and work opportunities were considered 

similar to Denmark and other Nordic countries. With that being said, although many would 

consider a future move to the UK for work, the general trend was that with the employee benefits 

being so enticing in their home country in comparison to the UK, compounded with the 

uncertainty of Brexit currently weighing overhead, most respondents have been put off even 

considering such a permanent relocation. 

 

 

5.6. Exports 

With regard to British exports, many respondents again referred to the heritage behind 

quintessential British products, which they deemed their unique selling point. Some of the most 

well known brands that were mentioned by the respondents are all old traditional British brands 

with history such as Rolls-Royce, Aston Martin, Burberry, Guinness beer and Cadbury’s (SO, MT, ZT, 

MA, JO). The UK seems to purposely brand their products under the label of British heritage 

because that is what is consistent with how people perceive the UK. Furthermore, the “Made in 

Britain” label is said to function as a stamp of quality for British products (SO, MT, NI), which 

suggests that the country-of-origin effect has positively influenced the respondents’ attitudes and 

behaviour towards British products  (Dinnie, 2008), and the heritage associated with them is 

something the UK can capitalise on. According to the 2019 FutureBrand Index, individuals more 

likely to buy products or services Made In a specific country are also more likely to recommend 
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that country to visit, would consider it for business, and also consider living in or studying there 

(FutureBrand, 2019b). Since the respondents view the British products so highly it is likely that 

they would also recommend them and the country to other people. 

 

There were numerous instances where the respondents mentioned a particular 

favourability towards certain British products, which even now after having returned to Denmark 

from their study abroad, they remain loyal to because of their strong and favourable perceptions 

of the product (MA, NI, ME). For instance, ME mentions her affinity for British ciders like 

Strongbow, which she tries to hunt down in Danish supermarkets, as opposed to local brands like 

the popular Somersby because that is much more sweet and sickly. This active choice to look for 

and choose British products over local ones speaks volumes about the perceived quality of these 

British products, but it is also suggestive of just how strong brand loyalty can be. ME does not just 

buy British cider for the taste but also because it reminds her of her time abroad in Liverpool, 

indicative of her forming strong emotional connections with the brand that have resulted in a 

likely lifetime of loyalty where she will continue to choose Strongbow over Somersby (Dinnie, 

2016). The strong positive reputation that British products have amongst the respondents can be 

viewed as an equity asset of enormous value for Britain as it can potentially have a knock-on effect 

on other aspects of the nation brand image.  

 

 

5.7. General Impressions 

Although all the aforementioned dimensions have been discussed within the context of 

Brexit, there are a few noteworthy points that do not fit into any of the above categories and 

deserve their own section to be explored. It should be noted that the majority of the perceptions 

captured in the interviews reflect views of England or Britain collectively, rather than views of 

Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. This is mostly because the respondents’ personal 

experiences and interactions with the nation and its people occurred in England, and therefore it 

is difficult for them to speak specifically about these countries. 

 

Furthermore, there were slight but noticeable differences in perceptions from those who only 

went to the UK on exchange and those who studied there full time. This is to be expected, as those 

living there for a short amount of time have a limited period with which to interact with the 

country and form opinions, while those there for longer have a chance to form nuanced 

perceptions based on prolonged interaction and exposure. Those who went on exchange, although 
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they interacted with local Brits and engaged with the culture, did not get to become very close 

friends with Brits and therefore their perceptions are different from the respondents who have 

lived in the UK for an extended period of time. AS states that her initial perceptions of the UK have 

definitely changed the longer she has lived there in a way that has become “less flattering” (she is 

currently still living and studying her PhD there).  

 

It was not surprising that all interviewees mentioned Brexit unprompted at some point during 

the interview since it is a recurring and prominent theme on the news. As one respondent (AS) 

puts it: “it's hard not to talk about Brexit in many ways because it's how we see things, you know, 

you compare everything to Brexit right now”. What was interesting though, was how early on in 

the interview some respondents brought up Brexit of their own accord. It was expected that Brexit 

would come up, particularly when discussing the theme of governance, however one respondent 

(NK) mentioned it in the very first question about associations with the UK. When asked what 

words come to mind when they think of the UK, the very first word was Brexit, indicating that 

Brexit has heavily influenced their current perception of Britain.  
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6. Discussion 

 

This section discusses the implications of the respondent’s perceptions of Brand Britain for 

Danish students, Denmark, the EU and Britain. It does not attempt to address implications of 

Brexit. Furthermore, based on the implications, recommendations are outlined for how Britain 

can best salvage their declining nation brand image before it is too late. 

 

6.1. Implications of Perceptions 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore how Danish students perceive the British nation 

brand image within the context of Brexit. After analysing the results of the interviews, it can be 

deduced that as a whole the UK has a strong nation brand image. If this were not the case, it would 

not consistently rank within the top 10 nation brands across all major nation brand indices. 

Despite obvious hits to their reputation and international image as a result of Brexit, the UK has 

still been able to withstand negative perceptions and maintained its rank in the top 10 nation 

brands, dropping only one position overall to 4th on the NBI. This is a testament to the enduring 

nature of brand images, particularly that of Britain. As Anholt (2007) states, people’s perceptions 

of countries rarely change, and if they do, it is a slow process brought on by something that the 

country does, or a deeply personal experience that a person has with the country. In 2018, Britain 

ranked 3rd on the NBI, indicative of a gradual decline in nation brand image as the years of Brexit 

negotiations progress and intensify. With that being said, according to my findings and the results 

from the indices, the UK is struggling when it comes to perceptions of its governance and policies, 

as well as its people’s openness and acceptance of foreigners, both of which have the potential to 

cause long term harm to the nation’s tourism industry and economy. The longer Brexit is dragged 

out, the worse of an impact it could have on Britain’s nation brand image. The following section 

will address the possible implications of these brand perceptions. 

 

With regards to the implications of the nation brand perceptions, the UK will most likely 

suffer the most out of all the mentioned parties. After all, it is their nation brand image and 

reputation that is being eroded and their economy that will suffer as a consequence. Although 

there were many aspects of the brand that were viewed favourably, Brexit appears to have had 

quite drastic effects on other aspects like governance and the people’s level of tolerance to 

foreigners, which has had a knock-on effect on how the respondents will go about interacting with 

Britain in the foreseeable future. For instance, because of the huge amount of uncertainty 

surrounding Brexit with regard to visas, many respondents feel uneasy about the possibility of 
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moving to the UK to live or for work, which would mean a potential loss of skilled and educated 

workforce for the UK. Although none of the respondents personally expressed that they would be 

discouraged from visiting because of any intolerance to foreigners, mostly because they did not 

experience any, it is very likely that other people of different nationalities will feel this way, 

particularly if they are non-European and from an ethnic background. Many British Muslims have 

already experienced violent backlash in the wake of Brexit and it is very likely that this will hinder 

other ethnic minorities from visiting the UK or moving there permanently. Similarly, it could also 

be that immigrants already residing temporarily in the UK feel inclined to move back home as a 

result of feeling unwelcome, which would again be a loss to Britain’s labour force. MA actually 

knows of expat Danish families who have been living in the UK for years that have felt pressured 

to return to Denmark for fear of being forcibly removed when the new immigration and residency 

laws are enforced. 

 

Similar perceptions might also discourage future Danish students from going on exchange 

or studying full time in the UK. As it stands, CBS still has partnerships with many British 

universities and that is unlikely to change as a result of Brexit. What might change though are the 

number of students willing to or interested in studying abroad there for various reasons. The most 

common deterrent would be issues regarding visas and permits to study in Britain. This is of 

course just speculation at the present moment, since the UK has not yet begun to discuss a 

relationship with the EU after Brexit, which includes whether or not visas will be required for EU 

member to enter the UK and vice versa. While it seems likely that a deal will be negotiated to avoid 

this, one cannot be too sure because that would defeat the whole purpose of having border control. 

As a result, some students might be dissuaded by the extra hassle for just a few months of studying, 

which certainly seems to be the case for many of the respondents. Regardless of whether or not 

these perceptions influence the number of future students going on exchange in the UK, it is 

certainly something that they will have to take into consideration when making their choice on 

where to study.   

 

On the other hand, perceptions of British exports, culture and tourism remain very high 

and stable despite Brexit, which can only have positive implications for Britain. While long term 

decisions to live and work in the UK are likely to be impacted, incoming tourism remains steady 

and is something that the UK can continue to rely on. Most of the respondents claimed that Brexit 

has not influenced their decisions to visit Britain in the future and going on holiday to the UK is 

still viewed favourably amongst the sample, provided issues with visas do not change. This 

implication is vital for Britain as tourism is currently worth £127 billion to Britain’s economy and 

https://www.visitbritain.org/visitor-economy-facts
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is Britain’s seventh largest export industry (VisitBritain, n.d.-a). Furthermore, British exports are 

perceived to be of a high quality with many respondents demonstrating brand loyalty to certain 

products. This is not only beneficial for their economy and trade, but also the ‘Made in’ label has a 

surprisingly strong effect on perceptions of other aspects of a brand. This could mean that any 

positive associations with British products could be translated into positive perceptions of the 

nation brand as a whole.  

 

The perceptions of the British government and politicians as being childish, stubborn and 

incompetent might also implicate the future relationship between Britain and the EU member 

states. The UK has already rejected numerous deals that have been agreed upon by the EU, only 

to return and beg for another extension or for more concessions to be made. Until now the EU has 

complied as it is in everyone’s interest to make the Brexit transition as smooth as possible. 

However, when it comes to negotiating the future trade relationships between the two, the EU 

might not be as forgiving, having already given the UK numerous chances, all the while much of 

Britain remains fiercely critical of and borderline ungrateful for the EU. This is likely to lead to a 

deterioration of strong relationships between strong EU supporting countries and the UK. This 

could prove detrimental for the UK because they would not only lose many of the EU benefits but 

might also exit the EU with a poor trade deal. 

 

In terms of answering the research question of how Britain’s nation brand is perceived by 

Danish students, the general view is that Britain is first and foremost a strong nation brand, even 

within the context of Brexit. At least three of the six competitive identity dimensions are regarded 

very positively. Governance is the only dimension that is perceived completely negatively, 

meanwhile perceptions of People are a little more complex. In general, opinion is that British 

people are friendly and lovely, however, they are not considered very welcoming or tolerant of 

immigrants, a perception that is hugely exacerbated by Brexit. There are various implications of 

these findings, the main ones relating to a general erosion of the British nation brand.  

 

6.2. Recommendations  

The above-mentioned implications suggest that Britain’s nation brand image has been 

damaged. The best way for Britain to start to salvage their image would be to actually “get Brexit 

done” as Boris Johnson so lovingly proclaims whenever opportunity strikes. The general attitude 

amongst Danes and other EU member states is no longer dismay at the decision to leave the EU – 

they have reconciled with this – but now one of exasperation, apathy and simply a lack of interest 
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at Britain’s inability to come to a collective decision. After almost four years of negotiating, back 

and forth, dithering and delay, the EU and the world has rapidly lost interest in Britain’s outcome. 

Once the decision to leave or remain has been made, Great Britain can work towards rebuilding 

their image and reputation. However, as a nation branding strategy, Brexit is almost impossible 

to control and therefore not a recommended solution. MA vocalised a similar sentiment that 

Britain will not be able to move forward with its brand image until decisions about Brexit are 

finalised and implemented. There is too much uncertainty at the moment and any efforts to repair 

their reputation will be futile while Brexit negotiations are ongoing. 

 

It could be argued that Britain is currently experiencing an identity crisis of sorts, in fact, it 

has been for a while now (Erlanger, 2017; O’Connell, 2019). To oversimplify, the referendum has 

divided the nation into two camps: the Remainers and the Leavers. The Leavers are pro Brexit and 

talk of the claiming Britain back and restoring it to its former glory reminiscent of the imperial 

days, while the Remainers are pro EU and integration, striving for tolerance and inclusion 

(Thomas, 2019). Both sides want different things and the nation, both its parliament and people, 

cannot seem to agree on what that is. AS pointed out that the Brexit vote has been quite an eye-

opener for British people, particularly Remainers, who had no idea the extent to which the 

population harboured Brexit wishes, and it has led to the identity crisis that Britain is experiencing 

today. The best way to ensure a unified image is to have a unified communication of the intended 

image. All stakeholders need to work together to produce and communicate their desired image 

of Britain but currently the UK is incredibly divided and not presenting a united front, unable to 

agree. Britain’s image will never stand a chance of recovery if the people of the country cannot 

agree on what it means to be British and where Britain is placed in the international sphere – are 

they in or out of the EU? A view that is supported by Easton (2018) – England has long been the 

conundrum at the heart of the union, which is why, two years ago, I proposed the BBC should 

conduct a comprehensive survey of English identity. I suggested that until we understood what 

England means to its people, predicting its future would be very difficult. How is the rest of the 

world, particularly other countries within the EU, supposed to view Britain favourably given the 

chaotic and disjointed image they are presenting? 

 

In terms of the suggestions for how Britain could potentially work towards mending its 

damaged nation brand image, a brand revitalisation programme needs to be implemented that 

challenges the negative consumer perceptions that have slowly developed over the years (Dinnie, 

2016). This starts with the absolutely crucial step of redefining ‘Britishness’. Britain cannot begin 

to improve their image and reputation without first finding and agreeing on a common sense of 
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identity that reflects and represents the nation in its entirety. That means that the two sides of the 

Brexit divide need to find a way to overcome their political and social differences to come together 

and agree on what it means for them to be British. This will be no easy feat – national identity is 

notoriously difficult to define due to its nuances and complexity, as well as the dynamic nature of 

identity, meaning that it constantly undergoes change as countries evolve (Fan, 2006; Hatch & 

Schultz, 2002). Moreover, the UK is no longer the homogenous country it once was, and now 

consists of various ethnic populations and multiple cultures that also need to find a home in the 

new British identity. On top of that, the Brexit partition will add another layer of complexity to the 

task, particularly as one of the major divides concerned the right of immigrants to live in the UK. 

But there are third-generation immigrants who, although may look foreign by British standards, 

are actually born and raised in Britain and not only feel just as much British but have an equal 

birthright to the claim. Since the general election, Brexit seems to be at last coming to a close at 

the end of the month, but Britain will have to turn its focus inwards if it wants to stand any chance 

of surviving the reputational wrecking ball that was Brexit.  

 

The people of Britain must find a way to make peace with the outcome and embrace a shared 

sense of purpose that is a middle ground between its past and a contemporary outlook on being 

British. The UK has typically always defined itself by their heritage, a consistently strong image 

and association that is pervasive in many aspects of the brand image, as this study has proven. 

However, challenging the current notion of British identity could be a risky move as it may end up 

alienating those consumers who’s mental associations of the nation brand are incongruent with 

the newly created image (Dinnie, 2008). Many people identify Britain with their strong historical 

roots and attempting to modernise that identity to incorporate a wider population could backfire 

and further damage their brand. 

 

The next step is creating a clearly defined strategy for how Britain intends to communicate 

this newfound identity to the world. The previously mentioned Golden Legacy nation branding 

strategy came to a close this decade and so Britain will need a new plan of action for the 

foreseeable future. A strong sense of leadership to guide the nation in the new direction is 

recommended, although it does not seem that the UK can rely on Boris Johnson to lead the way. 

Britain is lucky that is already has key players involved in maintain their nation brand, and so it is 

these partners that should remain in charge of the brand. This includes VisitBritain (Britain’s 

national tourism agency), the Department for International Trade, the Foreign & Commonwealth 

Office, the British Council and the government. It would be particularly beneficial to conduct a poll 

amongst the British people to find out how they view themselves and the country post-Brexit, as 
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well as how they would like to be viewed by other nations. This could provide invaluable data that 

could assist in the design of an updated British brand identity. Some of the respondents suggested 

that one way Britain could rebrand itself is by promoting lesser known places besides London, 

since most people tend to associate the UK with London and do not know too much about the rest 

of the nation. This is something that VisitBritain has already started to do but perhaps not enough 

externally. In order to truly make an impact, this new nation brand strategy should be informed 

by policy in the very least, ideally the strategy would be adopted into policy making to ensure that 

it is implemented in all facets of British life.  

 

As both Anholt (2007) and Dinnie (2016) repeatedly emphasise, it is crucial that all 

stakeholders involved in creating and managing the nation brand coordinate so that a unified 

image is communicated. This is not only applicable for the public and private stakeholders in 

charge of designing the brand, but also the British people who represent the nation brand image 

when they travel abroad or engage with people from other nations. It is important to remember 

that the Competitive Identity of a country is built through its actions and behaviours, and not 

through any deliberate attempt to market the country directly (Anholt, 2007). This means that 

after establishing a new nation brand strategy, it is important that all stakeholders live by it, not 

just communicate it. Actions speak louder than words, and currently Britain’s xenophobic actions 

depict a nation intent on keeping out all future immigrants by distancing itself from the EU – not 

a particularly positive image for a nation to possess. It certainly does not do much for making 

European citizens living in the UK feel welcome or at home. It is of course entirely misguided to 

presume that one can control everyone’s actions all the time, however, the media can assist in 

establishing a rhetoric that is more inclusive and indulgent in accepting others, instead of feeding 

into the hate. 

 

If Britain is able to successfully execute a re-branding of its international image, it might just 

stand a chance of counteracting the damage that has been done by Brexit. That is not to say that 

Brexit should take all the blame. It is merely an outcome of attitudes that have been cumulating 

and brewing for a while and that have only in the last few years or so bubbled to the surface. Brexit 

is the product of British attitudes and has merely sped up the inevitable because in reality, the 

British nation brand image goes deeper to the core of British identity, which for the most part has 

remained consistent. 
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7. Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this thesis has been to explore how Danish students perceive the current 

British nation brand image in the context of Brexit. The findings indicated that overall, the British 

nation brand performed quite well and that perceptions were generally positive. The most 

revered dimension of Britain’s nation brand was Tourism, with London and the British 

countryside cited as the most prominent aspects of tourism that influence the positive 

perceptions. Exports and Culture were also viewed in high regard with a particular emphasis on 

British heritage. Perceptions of Immigration & Investment were fairly neutral, where Britain was 

considered a good place to study, live and work, although uncertainties surrounding Brexit meant 

that most respondents would refrain from making any permanent or long-term moves to the UK. 

The People dimension elicited the most conflicting perceptions amongst the respondents. While 

all agreed that British people are very friendly, polite, kind and helpful, they were also thought of 

as slightly arrogant with a very low tolerance and acceptance of foreigners. Furthermore, the fact 

that many Brits voted for Brexit and the divisive politics behind it reflects very negatively on the 

people. These two contrasting images are at odds with each other, but overall the respondents 

still viewed the British people in high regard and would still remain friends with them. The final 

dimension, Governance, was viewed the most negatively of all six dimensions and this is 

predominantly as a result of Brexit. Brexit and the government are unsurprisingly heavily 

intertwined, but it is the perceptions of the government’s incompetence and childlike behaviour 

during the Brexit negotiations that really solidified the unflattering perceptions. Perceptions of 

this dimension have taken a severe toll on Britain’s overall brand image, as is also evident by their 

drop in ranking on the 2019 Nation Brand Index. 

 

The main implication of these perceptions is the erosion of the British nation brand. Although 

still in the top five nation brands, it would be foolish to think that Brexit has had little impact on 

the brand. Inbound tourism to the UK has seen little change and the respondents claim that the 

likelihood of them visiting the UK on holiday has not been affected by Brexit. However, Brexit does 

appear to pose long-term implications for the UK, with the majority of respondents stating that it 

has deterred them from wanting to move there to live and work. If this same sentiment holds true 

for other people, although these direct inferences cannot be assumed, then the UK could 

potentially suffer a huge loss in skilled workforce and their economy would likely suffer. 
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The significance of this study lies in the strong and intertwined relationship between Denmark 

and the UK. With the outcome of Brexit likely to influence both countries in economic, social and 

even political ways, the future relationship between Denmark and the UK is put in question. This 

thesis attempts to answer some questions regarding how Danes will interact with Britain and its 

people in the future. Moreover, although this thesis does not attempt to pose as a consultancy 

report with suggestions for how Britain should go about managing its brand image, even though 

recommendations are provided, the findings can still provide some enlightening insight into how 

one of their main trade partners perceives them. It is highly unlikely that VisitBritain would ever 

see the results of this study, however the findings are nonetheless relevant and current, which 

might prove useful for anyone politically inclined or interested in current affairs. 

 

7.1. Limitations 

This thesis is not without limitations, one of the main ones being the sample selected for the 

interviews. Although I argue for only interviewing CBS students in terms of feasibility, it would 

have been beneficial to interview a bigger sample of Danish students within Copenhagen at the 

very least, if not greater Denmark. However, this is an in-depth interview research, so the segment 

needs to be limited in some way as it would be impossible during this time frame to interview 

students from different Danish universities all over Denmark. For this to be possible a survey 

would have been a more optimal research method, yet this would have eliminated the rich nature 

of data received. CBS was chosen because they have an exchange programme with various UK 

universities, providing easy access to Danish students who have previously studied in the UK, and 

therefore have had an interaction with the UK, brand Britain and Brexit. Furthermore, although 

the nature of a case study means that the results should be generalisable to the wider population, 

because the analysis is based on only ten qualitative interviews, the results are actually not 

representative of all Danish students and can consequently not be used to make generalisations 

within this population. In relation to generalisability, this is a study on British nation brand image, 

however, all of the respondents only studied in England, meaning that the results do not reflect 

first-hand perceptions of Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales and is therefore not a true 

depiction of British nation brand image perceptions. Another limitation is researcher bias, which 

influences how I interpreted the results. For instance, the fact that I am pro-EU and pro-Remain 

would have not only had a significant impact on my approach to the topic of Brexit, but also would 

have made it difficult for me to remain unbiased and impartial when discussing the implications 

of Brexit. 
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7.2. Further Research 

For a topic of this scope, it would be interesting to conduct a longitudinal study and track the 

progress of perceptions over the course of Brexit. The research in this study only focused on a 

specific time period of a month during the Brexit development, however, it might be enlightening 

to follow up after the Brexit decisions have been concluded and implemented to see if the 

perceptions of the British nation brand have changed in any way. VisitBritain is currently doing 

that for certain sample countries, however they do not include Denmark in the study, therefore 

this suggested study would again provide new insights by adopting the perspective of Danish 

students. Moreover, this study could benefit from the inclusion of a quantitative element in order 

for the results to be statistically valid for a wider population. While the insights generated in this 

thesis are interesting and highly descriptive in nature, ten people’s opinions is not nearly enough 

to make inferences about the attitudes of all Danish students or Danes as a whole. A triangulation 

method would thus make a future study more compelling. Alternatively, it might also be 

interesting to select a different sample, perhaps Danish travellers or even expats and business 

people to see if their opinions differ from that of students. 
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9. Appendix 
9.1. Britain’s 2019 Nation Brand Index Ranking 

 
 

9.2. Theoretical Diagrams 
 

Model of Nation Brand Equity 
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2019 FutureBrand Country Index UK 

 

 

 

9.3. Interview Questions 
 

My thesis is about nation brand image, specifically the UK's image. Don't worry, you don't need to 
know anything about branding or nation branding, I'm just looking to hear your opinions and 
perceptions of the UK's image/reputation- basically how you view the UK. These interviews are also 
anonymous. 
 

1. What is your connection to the UK? 
  

2. What are your first associations when you think of the UK: what words come to mind? 
  

3. People: 
o How would you describe British people? What gives you that impression? 
o Do you think Brits are welcoming? Why? 
o Would you want a Brit as a friend? Why? What about as an employee? 

4. Tourism: 
o How would you describe the UK as a tourist destination? (Natural beauty, historic 

environment, city attractions) 
5. Culture: 

a. How would you describe British culture (customs, behaviour, norms, traditions)? 
b. What do you think of British sports? Why?  

6. Governance: 
a. How would you describe the British government/politics? 
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b. What do you think of the way the UK has been governed in the past? Do you think the 
government is competent?  

7. Immigration/investment: 
a. What do you think about the UK in terms of being a good place to study? Why? 
b. What do you think of the UK in terms of being a good place to work? Would you want 

to work there? What about live? 
c. How do you view the UK with regards to immigration? Do you think they are 

receptive to foreigners? Why? 
8. Exports 

o Can you think of any distinctively British products or services? How do you feel 
about them? Do you like them/regard them highly? Would you buy them? 
 

9. Do you think that the UK has a strong & competitive image/reputation abroad? Why? 
What about in Denmark? 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
10. What are the first words that come to mind when I say Brexit? What does Brexit mean to 

you? 
11. How, if at all, has Brexit influenced your opinion of Britain? 
12. From the previous categories (people, governance etc), how has Brexit influenced how you 

view them?  
  
(Probe about Brexit: how do they make sense of Brexit. How do they feel about it?) 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

13.  If you were a student now considering studying abroad, would you still choose the UK? 
14. Does your opinion of the UK post-Brexit influence any future decision you might make to 

study, live or work there? Why? 
15. What do you think are some of the implications of Brexit for the UK, DK, Danish students? 
16. In your opinion, is there anything the UK could do to change their image? 

 
Any questions?  
 

 

 

9.4. Interview Transcripts 
 

The 112 pages of interview transcriptions have been uploaded separately on Digital Exam and 

can be found there for further details. They have also been submitted on a USB along with the 

printed copies of the thesis. 

 

 


