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Abstract 

In today’s globalised world, barriers to the exchange of goods, services, people, capital and 

technology have substantially decreased – and with them the relationship between nations 

are on the verge of major changes. While many political and economic commentators still 

analyse national symbols in terms of their importance for the nation’s identity, this paper 

aims at describing their connection with national images that consumers have abroad. 

Consequently, this thesis will include a study about whether there is a difference 

observable in purchasing behaviour for Italian food products between a biased group that 

had been exposed to Italian national symbols and an unbiased control group. Consequently, 

the overarching target has been to analyse the effect of nation brands on consumer 

behaviour. In order to be able to illustrate the processes that take place in the consumer’s 

brain while making a purchasing decision, I have included selected findings from 

neuroscience. This inclusion of neuroscientific studies has made up a substantial part of the 

thesis and, without a doubt, shaped its argumentative style. Due to the paper’s 

interdisciplinary approach, with social constructivism as a common red thread, I will also 

discuss the role of nation brands in the 21
st
 century and how politics and business will have 

to revise their nation brand strategies in order to be successful on international markets. 

 

Keywords: Nation Branding, National Image, National Identity, National Stereotypes, 

National Symbols, Group Affiliation, Consumer Behaviour, Neuroeconomics, Emotional 

Biases, Altruistic Punishment, Brand Management, Social Constructivism   
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1. Introduction 

“A day will come (…) when all nations of this continent, without losing their distinct qualities or 

their glorious individuality, will be merged closely within a superior unit. A day will come when 

the only fields of battle will be markets opening up to trade and minds opening up to ideas”  

– Victor Hugo, French Novelist and Poet
1
 

Looking back at the past 150 years, there can be no doubt that Europe has made 

considerable progress in achieving this noble objective as proposed here by one of 

France’s finest novelists. When going back 80 years in history, one will realise how 

difficult it must have been for previous generations to imagine that the two ‘hereditary 

enemies’, Germany and France, would eventually fraternise and form the ‘twin engine’ for 

a Pan-European union. Yet, this has become reality and hardly any of us could image 

neither France nor Germany imposing policies that would severely harm each other. Not 

merely because common European rules prohibit them from doing so but also because 

politics have realised that their countries can benefit significantly more from cooperation 

and economic integration than from mutual obstruction. In fact, not solely Europe but 

many other regions in the world are confronted with the inevitable decision of either 

partially handing over sovereignty as well as abandoning own interests or to lose 

competitiveness in an increasingly converging world. Thus, it seems – particularly with 

respect to a growing volatility of national economies to financial disruptions beyond their 

own borders – fair to conclude that “the world is becoming one integrated market” (Angell 

& Mordhorst, 2015: 186), or as Hugo puts it: an open marketplace of ideas in contrast to 

one of hegemony or economic and political isolation. 

However, despite these rapid movements towards a global economy and society, one has 

also to admit that a festering countermovement has started to fiercely reject the idea of 

globalisation, free labour movement and greater interdependence. Although this expression 

of discontent with our modern world is certainly connected to a number of other issues, 

such as increasing mistrust towards the ‘establishment’, it has primarily manifested itself in 

the rejection of merely everything that could alter the traditional postulate of sovereign 

nation-states with homogenous societies. This ‘new wave of nationalism’ is certainly of 

uttermost significance on the European continent – not least in the light of Brexit and the 

recent electoral successes of nationalist parties – but is nonetheless also observable in 

                                                 
1
 Hugo, V. (1849) Discours au 3ème Congrès International de la Paix, Paris 



Alexander Kellerer  M.Sc. International Business and Politics 

 
 7 

many other parts of the world, such as the US or the Philippines. This has led to the 

realisation that National Identity and National Symbols have not yet lost their influence on 

people’s minds and their decision-making process.  

In the light of these two contradicting realities in world affairs, researchers have paid 

increased attention to one particular phenomenon: Nation Branding. On the one hand, it 

can be seen as an immediate consequence of the advent of Global Consumers who are 

more likely to demand imported foreign products – stimulated by popular culture and 

tourism which have increasingly exposed them to foreign cultures and tastes. On the other 

hand, consumers seem, nevertheless, to have strong preferences for products and services 

from certain countries over those from other parts of the world based on cultural 

stereotypes and prejudices. Seen from this angle, one can explain why revenues from 

Spanish-language music have quadrupled in Europe within the last five years when 

considering the vast enthusiasm for Spanish culture, particularly among young Europeans 

(Solomon et. al., 2010: 33). Consequently, business and politics is faced with “a new, very 

market-oriented world order where nations are forced to compete against each other for 

resources” (Angell & Mordhorst, 2015: 185) and where they have to engage proactively in 

order to promote and define their image to an external audience. 

Yet, it seems that many nations and marketers did not fathom the deeper meaning of nation 

brands and have failed to recognise the need for a new approach towards their management 

and governance. Instead, they “brand nations like cattle” (Anholt, 2005c: 117) and treat 

national images “as if it were nothing much more than a product in the supermarket” 

(Anholt, 2005c: 117). Hence, in order to update academia’s and practitioners’ approach to 

nation brands, this paper incorporates a neuroscientific view in order to enable a better 

understanding of the relevance of nation branding for both business and politics. By giving 

a comprehensive overview of the concepts of National Identity, National Images and 

Nation Branding, I will show how these can be put into a meaningful context from a 

social-psychological perspective. Subsequently, findings from a quantitative experiment 

will identify the influential impact of nation brands on purchasing decisions when people 

are directly exposed to national symbols. Overall, this Master’s thesis intends to give a 

better understanding of the interconnection between Neuroscience and Nation Branding as 

well as to present recommendations how politics and business should revise their brand 

strategies in order to succeed on an increasingly complex global market. 
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2. Hypothesis & Structure of the Thesis 

“A constant element of enjoyment must be mingled with our studies, so that we think of learning 

as a game rather than a form of drudgery”  

– Erasmus of Rotterdam, Dutch Humanist and Theologian
2 

Before delving into the theoretical analysis, it is necessary to point out the key assumptions 

that will undeniably have an effect on the paper’s argumentative style. Furthermore, I will 

roughly sketch the thesis’ plan and determine the hypothesis for the study.  

First of all, this paper adopts a holistic view with regard to nation branding, meaning that 

not solely companies can take advantage of positive nation brands but states and other 

societal actors, too. Hence, the concepts presented in this paper do not purely originate 

from brand management but reflect an interdisciplinary approach. The aim is to merge 

insights from social psychology about group behaviour, political science about national 

symbols, business studies about brand management and neuroscience about unconscious 

behaviour. However, readers will notice that this paper has a clear European perspective 

which may not always be easily convertible to other regions. I have chosen this focus on 

Europe since I feel I can contribute with more sophisticated examples to the discussion 

what allows me to break the complexity of this topic down to a comprehensive level. 

Secondly, this paper sheds a critical light upon the widely used concept in traditional 

economics that human behaviour is close, if not identical, to the behaviour of a rational and 

utility-maximising Homo Economicus
3
. Particularly from neuroscience there is clear 

scientific proof for a Bounded Rationality in humans, meaning that human minds can be 

manipulated in their decision making by internal and external stimuli. 

The study part will be embedded in this theoretical base since it analyses whether national 

symbols, as an external stimulus, can bias our behaviour. Similar research in political 

science has already indicated that this is the case. Hassin et. al (2007) present e.g. in their 

study evidence for that prior exposure to national symbols has a significant effect on 

political opinions and voting behaviour, whereas Kemmelmeier & Winter (2008) show that 

test subjects are more likely to associate themselves with nationalist ideas in the presence 

of a national flag.  

                                                 
2
 Erasmus, D. (1974): The Correspondence of Erasmus – Letters 1-114. Toronto: University of Toronto Press 

3
 Homo Economicus: Concept of a perfectly rational and economic man driven by self-interests. 
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Analogue to this, I assume that similar effects can be observed with regard to purchasing 

behaviour and, thus, examine this issue from an economic angle rather than a political one. 

All in all, my hypothesis shall be:  

“Prior exposure to national symbols of a certain country will increase the 

willingness of consumers to buy labelled products of this country and to accept the 

higher price of a nation brand”. 

The term “labelled” means that I will compare the customers’ reactions to products that 

bear the European certification of Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) or Protected 

Geographical Indication (PGI) compared to similar products that do not have a 

geographically indicated label and/or come from another country. Due to the fact that these 

two European labels are solely designed for food products, the research may not readily be 

transferable to other business sectors. I have chosen this research design since the two 

European certifications do not provide any information about the quality of products but 

solely guarantee the true geographical origin of goods. By comparing a biased group, who 

got exposed to Italian national symbols and a control group, who was not, the paper will 

investigate whether there is any difference in purchasing behaviour observable with regard 

to labelled/non-labelled Italian style food. Overall, my aim is to deliver scientific proof for 

the importance of nation brands and to create a fresh impetus for the conduct of more 

research in this fairly neglected academic subject. The relevance of this study for social 

science is clearly given since this issue has, to my knowledge, not been studied before.  

Last but not least, the thesis will give recommendations for the improvement of the study 

in a larger framework e.g. by adding neuroscientific methods. Although I deeply believe 

that quantitative studies permit researchers to receive more sophisticated insights about 

nation branding than qualitative studies, this paper will also be prone to their associated 

difficulties, particularly with respect to time and resource intensity. Moreover, I will reflect 

upon how one has to govern nation brands in a world where people are growingly 

concerned about environmental and social issues and where digital media is rapidly 

interconnecting all ends of the world. I will explain why politics will have to reconsider the 

principle of power politics and strategies that are directed at obtaining short-term national 

interests by circumventing international rules and common moral beliefs. This will 

inevitably include a critical analysis of the theory of Realism in the context of international 

relations and propose a new perspective on doing nation branding in a postmodern world. 
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3. Theoretical Framework 

The theory part for this paper consists of three different sections that will examine the 

underlying mechanisms from various perspectives: i) I illustrate the group dynamics within 

a nation and try to give answers to the question why humans actually form nations in the 

first place ii) an analysis of nation branding will follow where I describe how nations can 

promote themselves to an international audience and what challenges they may encounter 

iii) I will use neuroscientific findings in order to explain the neurological processes that 

nation branding has to take into account. 

3.1.     Nation Identity, National Symbols and Nation Building  

“A state is not a mere society, having a common place, established for the prevention of mutual 

crime and for the sake of exchange” but is rather “a community of families and aggregations of 

families in well-being, for the sake of a perfect and self-sufficing life”  

– Aristotle, Greek Philosopher and Scientist
4
 

Although more than 2000 years old, this quote still gives a solid basic idea of the nature of 

national identities. By putting aside the more apparent practicalities of nations, it confronts 

us with a fundamental question: Why does the majority of people have the emotional 

desire to belong to nation? An important pre-condition for a better understanding is in this 

context to abstain from downgrading Nationalism to a mere political ideology but to 

analyse it in relation to human social behaviour. This, consequently, requires one to accept 

the idea that national identities are closely linked to the individuals’ inner drive to define a 

distinct personal identity by aligning their own identity with the common identity of a 

human cooperative entity – or to put it differently: a Group. 

Already in this early stadium of analysis, it appears that two big traditions of thinking are 

clashing against each other here: On the one side, traditional Economics which regards 

human society as a predominately loose crowd of independent and self-serving individuals 

who occasionally forge alliances in order to obtain certain personal goals. On the other 

side, Social Psychology which argues that the human evolutional process has transformed 

people into Social Beings who frequently establish long-term relationships with each other. 

The latter tradition justifies this assumption by arguing that cooperation and the forming of 

                                                 
4
 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2014) Ancient Political Philosophy. SEP. 

 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ancient-political/ [retrieved on 08.06.16] 
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communities has made humankind fitter in a Darwinian sense and, thus, secured its 

survival in competition with less cooperative species. Hence, human cooperation is in 

principle not solely rooted in altruistic and moral behaviour but equally associated with 

vital – if one will: economic – benefits. 

In fact, enduring isolation and ostracism can severely harm the psychological state of 

humans, in form of e.g. self-doubts and psychoses, which supports the idea that humans are 

rather social beings than individualists. Harlow (1958) was among the first psychologists 

who presented extensive research material on this matter, e.g. by raising rhesus macaques 

in total social isolation, and thereby laid the foundations for Attachment Theory in Social 

Psychology. Harlow’s socially deprived monkeys showed univocally abnormal behaviour, 

e.g. apathy, increased occurrence of self-mutilation as well as "severe deficits in virtually 

every aspect of social behavior” (Harlow & Suomi, 1971: 1534) – behavioural patterns that 

are also observable in humans that had permanently been neglected or socially isolated. 

Yet, it remains still undiscovered how precisely social deprivation harms our minds with 

an ‘efficiency’ that even dwarfs certain severe brain diseases. 

Taking into the consideration these findings from evolutionary and attachment theory, the 

inherent desire of humans to affiliate with and fit into groups seems obvious. A distinction 

is made in social psychology between two types of groups: Common Bond Groups and 

Common Identity Groups (Sutton & Douglas, 2013: 349). The former group is based on the 

emotional bonds its members have with each other (e.g. families), whereas the latter form 

is characterised by a super-ordinated identity which creates a feeling of abstract 

togetherness among group members in the absence of personal bonds (e.g. political 

parties). Particularly in common identity groups, it is of vital importance for the cohesion 

of the group that their members “feel that they have a Common Fate” (Sutton & Douglas, 

2013: 350).  

In terms of the organisational structure of groups, Entitativity is yet another characteristic 

feature which strongly determines the appearance of a group. At one extreme, one can find 

less entitiative groups who are more heterogeneous, loosely organised, with the intention 

of achieving temporary and narrowly defined objectives, whereas highly entitiative groups 

are more homogenous with a “clear structure, purpose or boundaries” (Sutton & Douglas, 

2013: 349). Consequently, it is common for highly entitiative groups to build their identity 

upon a perceived Sameness (e.g. with regard to language or clothing habits) with the aim 
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of making group members distinct from individuals outside the group. “This pattern of 

similarity-cum-dissimilarity is one meaning of national identity” (Smith, 1991: 75).  

This feeling of sameness and togetherness eventually causes feelings of loyalty to the 

group and “strengthens one's identity and sense of belonging” (Druckman, 1994: 44). This 

analogy between individual and group identity has been proposed by the Social Identity 

Theory (Druckmann, 1994: 43). The main idea is “that people generally like to distinguish 

themselves from others and see themselves as unique individuals. At the same time, they 

also need to affiliate with others. Group membership helps people meet both these needs” 

(Sutton & Douglas, 2013: 379). Cultural Collectivities, such as nations and ethnic groups, 

are in this context considered as being capable of creating particularly high loyalty 

between individuals and the group’s super-ordinated identity due to their reliance on strong 

cultural similarities, such as history, moral values and traditions. These cultural similarities 

are considered as being of exceptional relevance for forging one’s own identity (Smith, 

2001: 19).  

Yet, there is another feature of human group identity which is frequently neglected when 

analysing national identity: our ability to have Multiple Identities as well as to easily 

switch between them, depending on the situation and altered circumstances (Smith, 2001: 

18). Literally every one of us belongs to more than one social group, e.g. families, 

confessions, or work teams (Smith, 1991: 9). These multiple identities of humans have 

important implications for the next part about national images since it suggests that 

humans cannot solely feel attached to their own nation but other nations as well. 

By combining this knowledge from social psychology, one can define nations as big and 

physically scattered Common Identity Groups (Sutton & Douglas, 2013: 348). In terms of 

Entitativity, nations can be positioned in the middle since they are indeed highly structured 

and pursue long-term objectives but, nevertheless, consist of fairly heterogeneous group 

members due to their sheer size. Finally, at the very heart of nations lies the National 

Identity as the common identity which creates the feeling of having a common fate and, 

thus, functions as the cement which holds a nation together. In the view of this thesis, 

national identities as such do not contain any primordial truth or essence but are an human 

construct filled with cultural elements and, hence, create an “irrational psychological bond 

that binds fellow nationals together” (Fan, 2010: 100). From children we know that 

humans do not possess an inborn national identity but acquire it as they grow to adulthood. 
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Hence, national identities must be Socially Constructed and can exclusively be perpetuated 

through Socialisation (Olins; 2002: 245). As a result, the paper rejects any idea proposing 

that national identities are connected to an inherent ‘spirit’ or reflect the precise scope of a 

society. On the contrary, I believe that every human being can be socialised into every 

nation and also abandon their original national identity e.g. in order to assimilate with 

another society or to form a new national identity. The latter behaviour has been the case 

for numerous Europeans who immigrated to North America. 

In order to give these new socially constructed national identities a clear raison d'être, 

humans relate them to a broad range of different common points of reference, among 

others myths, legal systems and mass public culture (Smith, 1991: 14). With this strong 

cultural association, national identities were increasingly capable of imposing coercive 

political power on their group members. Hence, research acknowledges that national 

identities contain both a political and cultural component, labelled as Duality of National 

Identities (Smith, 1991: 99).  

Now, after having outlined the nature of National Identity, there still remains one question: 

What function do National Symbols fulfil and how are they related to the National 

Identity? To sum up the previous section, national identities are built upon cultural and 

political elements which make them as relevant as possible for a group. However, this 

broad mix of different elements has also transformed them into fairly complex and rather 

abstract concepts that are not easily comprehensible for the human mind (Scheve et al., 

2005: 5). Thus, nations had to invent materialised images of their identity that represent the 

whole complex in condensed, visualised and easily distributable form.  

However, by ‘materialised’ I do not mean that national symbols effectively have to be 

physical objects but national symbols are rather “understood in this context as material 

objects or gestures or other behaviors” (Finell & Zogmaister, 2015: 190). Hence, national 

symbols can take on various different forms, such as flags, anthems, currencies or parades. 

Their main purpose is to comprehensively define the shape of an In-Group and to mark a 

clear contrast to Out-Groups (Schatz & Lavine, 2007: 332). Just as national identities, I 

regard national symbols as Socially Constructed since e.g. flags do not have any real 

practical function but receive their psychological significance solely from their association 

with a national identity. Thereby, I mean that we neither can use them as tools nor benefit 



Alexander Kellerer  M.Sc. International Business and Politics 

 
 14 

from them physically – an orange-green-yellow tricolour is basically a piece of fabric as 

long as no national identity has been linked to it.  

Hence, attributed national symbols evoke “a form of involvement in the country that is 

exclusively symbolic in nature, rooted in motives of identity acquisition and expression, 

and self-esteem enhancement” (Schatz & Lavine, 2007: 334). This implies that national 

symbols do not exclusively serve as a recognition feature but do also have a remarkable 

and durable psychological effect on us and “become sacred once they have been imbued 

with affective meaning – they are loved, feared, and worshipped” (Scheve et. al., 2014: 5). 

This emotional reinforcement of the group spirit has been labelled as Emotional 

Entrainment (Scheve et. al., 2014: 3; Elgenius, 2011: 396) what makes national symbols “a 

potent source of political power and influence, capable of rallying support for state 

interests by evoking emotional expressions of national identification, allegiance, and self-

sacrifice” (Schatz & Lavine, 2007: 330). Perhaps even the most potent source of political 

power when thinking of the millions of soldiers who willingly gave their lives in the course 

of human history in order to support the interests of their nation. Thus, Smith (1991) 

concludes: “In many ways national symbols, customs and ceremonies are the most potent 

and durable aspects of nationalism” (p. 77). 

Yet, how fits Nationalism into this picture? This is not an easy task since the term is fairly 

ambiguously and vaguely used in academia. Furthermore, politicians often use the term in 

order to refer to racist and undemocratic movements which in this paper would be rather 

described as Radical Nationalism. In my view, it is more practical to equate Nationalism 

with Nation Building and, thus, to reduce it to the plain process of forming and enlarging a 

nation. Nation building also determines which cultural elements and doctrines may serve 

as filling for the national identity and how a nation deals with external influence on the 

national identity (Smith, 1991: 72). Common patterns of nationalist ideologies are i) to 

divide the world primarily into nations and to rather neglect the existence of other types of 

groups (e.g. socio-economic classes), ii) to emphasise the importance of the nation for the 

individual and downgrade the allegiance to other groups or individuals, iii) to suggest a 

strong parallelism between national identity and self-realisation and iv) to insist on the 

freedom and security of the nation in order to ensure peace and justice – typically with a 

focus on sovereignty (Smith, 1991: 74). 
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From a historic point of view, “nationalism and national identity have been the 

fundamental ideas which fuelled the creation of nation-states over the past two centuries” 

(Olins, 2002: 245), thereby suggesting that they are relatively new phenomena. This paper 

is supportive of this idea, although one has to admit that there have already been early 

forerunners of nation building in form of e.g. tribes, city-states, kingdoms and empires. 

However, I argue that people felt to lesser extent emotionally attached to nations during 

these pre-modern times, predominately due to the frequency of political changes, the 

smaller and scattered human population and less social mobility. For instance, ‘citizen’ in 

the Middle-Ages showed loyalty to their feudal lords and the lords’ heraldic symbols rather 

than abstract nations and national symbols. Equally, medieval people identified themselves 

first and foremost in terms of religion, as e.g. Catholics or Protestants, rather than as Dutch 

or German since religion had a much higher significance for defining one’s identity in this 

age. Nevertheless, it is also true that many pre-existing national notions lay the foundations 

for nation building movements in modern times (Smith, 1991: 71). 

Although there is no consensus in academia about the starting point of ‘real’ nationalism, 

several factors indicate that the French Revolution significantly changed the rules of the 

game. By abolishing the monarchy and introducing secularism, the French society faced a 

huge ideological, spiritual and power vacuum – a vacuum that had been promptly filled 

with national identity and loyalty to the republic as new ‘societal mantra’. During the age 

of industrialisation, nationalism’s success continued and accelerated due to further far-

reaching changes in human society: The economic productivity of nearly all Western 

countries expanded vastly due to automation and technological innovations. This did not 

solely lead to a strong economic growth but also significantly improved efficiency in the 

agriculture and healthcare sector. This in turn caused a sharp increase of the world 

population, e.g. Europe’s population almost doubled to about 270 million people between 

1750 and 1850 (Rich, 1977: 14), and triggered a massive migration from the countryside to 

urbanised areas. This led to a growing feeling of anonymity among people. In addition, 

people were forced to work and live with complete strangers while old traditional group 

types, such as extended families or local communities, lost significantly in relevance. 

Overall, nationalism seemed for many an adequate mean in order to restore the group 

feeling in an anonymous world: “Displaced persons were searching for new ties and 

loyalties, a new sense of identity and community, and many appear to have found their 

needs fulfilled in nationalism” (Rich, 1977: 45). 
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Another significant difference to former times was the strong cooperation and exchange 

between elites and the substratum which allowed national identities to rapidly spread to 

nearly every corner of society. “The non-elites, partly through their cultural traditions and 

partly in consequence of their vernacular mobilization, influence the intelligentsia, political 

leaders and bourgeoisie, by constraining their innovations within certain cultural 

parameters and by providing motifs and personnel to their cultural projects and political 

goals” (Smith, 2001: 57). Hutchinson (1987) gives in his extensive analysis of the Gaelic 

Revival in Ireland an excellent example for a national romantic movement that mobilised 

all societal layers and complemented political with cultural nation building. 

This unification of social classes laid the foundation for the idea of a Patria – an all-

encompassing nation-state (Smith, 1991: 10). This also implied that the nation-state had to 

take over ever greater responsibilities, particularly in terms of social and domestic security 

(Druckman, 1994: 44; Rich, 1977: XIV). Eventually, this led to e.g. the expansion of the 

welfare state and state authorities – turning the nation-state gradually into a Patriarchal 

nation-state. Furthermore, the educational system and media took over a crucial role in the 

Socialisation process of nations in order to ensure the continued existence of the national 

identity (Dekker et al., 2003).  

However, Nationalism and nation building also contain a genuine dark side – which had 

been particularly eminent in the course of the 20
th

 century. Johann Gottfried von Herder 

was among the first scholars who paved the way for Radical Nationalism. By proposing 

that each nation has a unique folk spirit – a peculiar Genius - worthy of preservation and 

protection (Rich, 1977: 46; Smith, 1991: 75), he essentially implied that national identities 

actually have a primordial essence which is not socially constructed. Advocates of this 

Radical Nationalism have further developed this model by implying that certain national 

values and traditions are genetically inherited and that complete sovereignty is an essential 

precondition in order to protect the genius of a nation. Hence, the preservation of the 

national identity, not the creation of a well-functioning society, becomes the first priority 

(Rich, 1977: 46; Smith, 1991: 17). Contrary to this, the paper takes the view that “the 

nation, far from being the most fundamental and unique component of human society, (…) 

is simply one of many forms of social organization” (Rich, 1977: 44) - but one that still 

very much influences our lives and behaviour. 
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3.2.     Nation Branding and National Image 

“Nothing can compare with the new life a reflective individual receives from contemplating a new 

country. Although I am still the same person, I think I am changed to the very marrow of my bones.” 

 – Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, German Writer and Statesman
5
 

With the advent of the industrial age, the human in-group behaviour changed 

fundamentally but also the interaction between In- and Out-Groups (Schatz & Lavine, 

2007: 332). Due to technical inventions, e.g. trains and telephones, as well as the 

improvement and extension of the infrastructural networks, travelling became suddenly 

affordable for the middle class and previously distant cultures suddenly drew closer 

together (Rich, 1977: 8f). The recited excerpt from Goethe illustrates the impact these 

journeys had on people in the 19
th

 century. From a social psychological point of view, this 

is not surprising: In the so-called Robbers Cave Study, clear evidence has been provided 

that personal contact between two groups can considerably reduce prejudices and conflicts 

compared to isolated groups even though it does not encourage them to abandon their 

respective identity – something which is known as Contact Hypothesis (Sutton & Douglas, 

2013: 486f).  

The increased mobility also marked the starting point for literature to focus on the 

description of foreign cultures in numerous novels, e.g. in Jule Verne’s Around the World 

in Eighty Days. Even though Verne had not visited all the countries mentioned in his book, 

it did not prevent him to include them in his book since he based his illustrations on e.g. 

travel documents, stories of others or encounters with citizen from these countries which 

eventually formed his impression of these countries – their National Image. These national 

images are “the sum of beliefs, ideas, and impressions that people have of a place” (Kotler 

et. al., 1993: 141). Not solely do they influence the way we perceive a country and its 

population, they also play an important role in “people’s decisions related to purchasing, 

investing, changing residence and travelling” (Kotler & Gertner, 2002: 250). 

Consequently, it has recently gained increased attention among economists and marketers. 

However, how does it relate to national identities and nation building? 

During the analysis of National Identity, National Symbols and Nation Building, the paper 

sketched out the in-group biases that lead to stronger internal group integration and 

ultimately the group formation. However, one should not neglect that there are also out-

                                                 
5
 Bell, M. (2007) Essential Goethe. New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 
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group biases which determine our assessment of other nations and their people. Yet, there 

is a bond between national identity and national image since our national image is partly 

rooted in the other nation’s national identity. Furthermore, it is important to realise that 

countries do not passively receive a national image but can also actively influence their 

image abroad through Nation Branding. Hence, the National Image is, so to speak, the 

impression a foreign audience has of a certain country whereas a Nation Brand is the 

thereof derived trademark that the country uses to position itself on the global market. This 

has ultimately far-reaching implications since it means that “the nation-state has moved 

beyond the national framework” (Aveline, 2006: 336). 

When defining nation branding, one has to pay close attention to the terminology since 

there is a latent vagueness in this part of brand management. This vagueness stems from its 

relative novelty and the fact that it is still poorly researched. Thus, there is no common 

consensus among scholars which term to use and how to define this phenomenon. For 

instance, Kotler (1997) refers to the field as Nation Marketing, van Ham (2001) as Brand 

State and Angell & Mordhorst (2010) as National Reputation Management. This paper will 

use Anholt’s Nation Branding and lean towards greater parts of his definitions. However, 

readers should keep in mind that there exists a broad variety of different synonyms that one 

may come across in other articles. Yet, one should avoid confusing Nation Branding with 

Nye’s (2004) or Wang’s (2006) Public Diplomacy since these two disciplines differ 

substantially even though they may overlap in certain issues. Public Diplomacy belongs 

exclusively to the political realm that is defined as the state’s engagement with foreign 

publics in order to present, defend and impose government policies – often associated with 

the term Soft Politics (Cull, 2008; Anholt, 2006: 271). By contrast, nation branding 

considers “how the nation as a whole presents and represents itself to other nations” 

(Anholt, 2006: 271). 

Above all, Nation Branding has its emphasis on the economic exploitation of a positive 

national image even though there is a strong interdependence with politics and culture – as 

we will see in the course of the discussion. It is a tool that allows us to model the national 

image of countries as well as to raise awareness about them. Hence, Nation Branding goes 

far beyond advertising a country as an attractive tourist destination (Van Ham, 2002: 253). 
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Yet, how does nation branding eventually influence economics and business? From a 

pragmatic point of view, national images seem, at first glance, not to have any effect on 

international trade since they do not add any tangible features to the goods and services of 

a certain country. Analogue to National Identities and National Images, Nation Brands are 

Socially Constructed and, thus, do not contain any deeper meaning that would empirically 

affect e.g. quality, taste or technical reliability (Fan, 2006: 8). Nevertheless, quantitative 

studies on price expectations by Nebenzahl & Jaffe (1993) have confirmed that consumers 

are indeed willing to pay higher prices for products from countries with stronger national 

brands in comparison to identical products from other countries with weaker brands. In 

addition, findings from Rossi et. al. (2015) show that these products are able to compete 

successfully with premium private labels of retailers since “consumers still perceive 

national brands more positively” (p. 76). Thereof one can derive that national images and 

nation brands function as biases in consumer behaviour that permit companies from 

countries with strong images to skim attractive profit margins for the same level of quality 

– a phenomenon which has been labelled as Country-Of-Origin Effect in academic 

literature (Drozdenko & Jensen, 2009: 371). The overall notion is that national images’ 

complex web of cultural backlinks triggers emotions and associations, or Halos, with 

regard to e.g. “lifestyle, (…) the strength of the maker’s reputation and the behaviour of the 

company’s representatives” (Anholt, 2005c: 117) – commonly referred to as Halo Effect. 

Eventually, the gained profit margins from these effects do not only offer benefits to 

individual companies but also increase the economic prosperity of their respective 

countries (Gudjonsson, 2005: 286). 

Hence, Porter (1998) proposed in his work that nation brands may offer a Competitive 

Advantage of Nations, analogue to his previous work on the competitive advantage of 

companies
6
. An attractive feature of nation brands is that they automatically lead to 

Sustained Competitive Advantages, as formulated by Barney (1991), meaning they are 

fairly durable and difficult for competitors to duplicate or imitate due to their connection to 

a distinct national identity. Consequently, nation branding represents an effective 

alternative or complement to Cost Leadership strategies which are mainly directed at 

exploiting Economies of Scales and Scope
7
 (Baker & Ballington, 2002: 158). Researchers 

such as Philip Cerny (1997) or Baker & Ballington (2002) have further developed this idea 

                                                 
6
 Porter, M.E. (1985) Competitive Advantage. New York: Free Press. 

7
 Economies of scales: Cost advantages obtained due to increased production size 

  Economies of scope: Cost advantages obtained due to synergy effects, e.g. product bundling 
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by presenting the Notion of Competition State. In their view the modern world has 

transformed into a global market where nations increasingly compete with each other in 

terms of e.g. goods, services, attraction of investments or resources. By using nation 

branding as a means of industrial policy, countries are able to obtain favourable national 

images which equip their goods with a competitive advantage on foreign markets over the 

ones from other countries and, thus, relatively decrease their Liability of Foreignness
8
. 

However, do nation brands differ from corporate brands then? So far, one might get the 

impression they are based on the same principles and serve the same purpose, namely to 

create competitive advantages. In fact, certain scholars indeed argue that they are identical, 

depending on what stance they take. Gudjonsson (2005) distinguishes between Absolutists 

and Royalists as two opposing research perspectives in nation branding: Absolutists regard 

nation brands simply as an ordinary brand that obey to the exact same rules as corporate 

brands and, thus, they recommend orientating to the findings from traditional brand 

management. Contrary, royalists categorically reject the idea that countries can be branded 

and assume that the reformation of nations involves mechanisms that are on higher 

philosophical and cultural grounds. Thus, it is deemed unsuitable to use any branding 

strategies from the business realm (Gudjonsson, 2005: 283-284).  

The stance in this paper is clearly a moderate one, located between these two extremes. I 

deeply believe that nation branding can be used as a tool to alter, enhance or consolidate a 

national image in a favourable direction. Equally, I believe that is as much a social 

discipline as an economic one (Gudjonsson, 2005: 285-286). Hence, it is necessary to have 

a much broader societal perspective on nation branding and thereby it is implied that there 

are important distinctions between corporate brands and nation brands which must be taken 

into account. The most apparent differences are that the images of nation brands – meaning 

its name, logo / nation symbols, design or term – do not solely serve a commercial purpose 

but also have an inherent societal purpose in terms of culture and politics as has been 

illustrated in the previous chapter. Hence, there is a genuine danger that brand strategies 

backfire if they exploit the commercial potential without paying attention to this Dual 

Purpose of nation brands (Rose, 2010: 262).  

                                                 
8
 Liability of Foreignness: The economic disadvantages of firms when entering a new and unfamiliar market. 

Zaheer, S. (1995) Overcoming the Liability of Foreignness, The Academy of Management Journal, 38 (2), 

pp. 341-363. 
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Moreover, one has to keep in mind that the number of external stakeholders who may feel 

the ideational desire to shape the image of their country, according to their beliefs and 

interests, is much higher within a nation than a company. This makes nation branding 

much more opaque and difficult to govern. For instance, many writers in the 19
th

 century 

aimed at promoting their nation’s rich literal tradition by reconstructing a national epos 

that was able to compete with other nation’s masterpieces, such as Britain’s Beowulf. 

However, this blind desire to proof one’s nation’s strengths opened doors for fraud and 

deception. In Scotland, the epos Ossian of James MacPherson turned out to be purely 

fictitious and harmed profoundly the image of Scottish literature abroad at that time 

(Curley, 2009: 22f). Particularly in our modern times, such frauds can easily spread like a 

wildfire and negatively affect the whole national image as can be seen from the doping 

scandal with Russia in the Olympic Games 2016.  

Apart from these general issues there are further more specific distinctions from traditional 

brand management that I want to address in the following paragraphs. 

1. Discrepancy between a nation’s own perceived and actual image abroad. 

 

Figure 1: Key Perspectives in Nation Images (Fan, 2010; Stock, 2009) 
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A typical feature of nation brands is that the perceptions of the brand may in certain cases 

differ considerably from an external and internal point of view. Similar patterns are 

certainly also observable between corporate brands and employees with respect to their 

feelings about their company’s brand compared to e.g. customers. However, the 

perceptions of nation brands differ even more widely since humans tend to have highly 

skewed perceptions about their national identity – just as they have of themselves. In 

extreme cases, a citizen in country A may e.g. think his/her home country is praised as a 

great example of progressiveness and decisiveness by the international community while in 

reality a majority of countries regards country A as injudicious and self-righteous. Such 

imbalances are particularly evident in relatively isolated countries or countries where the 

level of patriotism is fairly high (Hirshberg, 1993: 77). In more trivial cases, nationals 

might think their country A is primarily renowned for wine while in reality most foreigners 

would name another type of beverage first. Fan (2008) has formulated the six Key 

Perspectives in Nation Images where these image discrepancies between a Nation A and 

Nation B are graphically explained (Figure 1). The first key perspective is national identity 

which determines nation A’s Self-Perception. In order to be able to foresee what image 

Nation B has of A, A evaluates its own opinion of B as a Reference Point – a mechanism 

from Social Cognition that also helps individuals to identify possible feelings of others. By 

combining Self-Perception and Reference Point, nation A formulates a Construed Image of 

itself which may or may not be similar to nation B’s Actual Perceived Image. Nation A’s 

brand image can alter as soon as A starts to promote its image or engages in any way that 

receives the attention of nation B – the Current Projected Image. One can speak of 

Genuine Nation Branding, when a projected image is proactively created with the aim of 

modelling a Desired Future Image that may enhance its relationship with nation B. If the 

current projected image does not adhere to the desired future image, nation branding is 

doomed to fail – particularly if this current projected image includes hostile behaviour 

towards nation B. However, nation branding can be influenced by numerous external and 

internal stakeholders what makes it extremely difficult for countries to govern a consistent 

projected image (Blichfeldt, 2005: 392). An illustrative example for this is Kazakhstan’s 

struggle with the so-called Borat Effect caused by the huge success of Sacha Baron 

Cohen’s mockumentary. Stock (2009) explains in his paper detailed how fiercely the 

Kazakh government has tried to counteract the parochial image of its country that had been 

projected in the film. It e.g. published “a four-page advertising section in The New York 

Times. The section carried testimonials to its oil production, its democracy, education 
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system, and purported ‘power and influence of women’” (Stock, 2009: 182) - with modest 

success. In this context, it seems evident that nations who are relatively young or who play 

a subordinated role in world politics and economics, can experience huge and rapid 

fluctuations in their brand image, often “based on a single source such as media content” 

(O’Shaughnessy and Jackson, 2000). 

2. Rebranding a nation requires a long-term perspective 

Yet, when foreign consumers have several long-established opinions of a relatively strong 

nation brand, e.g. of France or the US, it becomes even more complicated for countries to 

rebrand themselves than in Kazakhstan’s case. First and foremost, it is problematic that 

foreigners tend to have a rather nostalgic view of other nations and neglect the country’s 

recent developments and achievements. Thus, the film Amélie with its picturesque 

projection of French culture has, not surprisingly, become France’s most successful film 

export, although many French critics have accused it of showing a bygone and idealised 

Paris. As a result, Royalist researchers have come to the conclusion that countries are not 

re-brandable (Gudjonsson, 2005: 283). However, one has just to look at Ireland and Spain 

in order to realise that many countries have implemented remarkable rebranding strategies 

during the last few decades. In the case of Ireland, the country successfully rebranded its 

economic profile from the ‘sick man of Europe’ to the ‘tech heart of Europe’. Ireland was 

arguably not only able to attract a huge amount of Foreign Direct Investments (FDIs) due 

to its low corporate tax of 12.5% but also due to a strong Industrial Development Authority 

(IDA Ireland) who heavily promoted the potential of the country with regard to e.g. its 

highly qualified young talents as well as used Irish culture as a mean of biasing Irish-

Americans. In contrast, Spain transformed itself from ‘one of Europe’s last dictatorships’ 

under Francisco Franco to ‘Europe’s tourist attraction number one’ – not an easy task when 

considering the fact that competitors such as Italy or Southern France had already 

established strong images by the time of Spain’s democratisation process. The recipe of 

success in both countries has clearly been the consistent long-term brand strategy they 

have followed by aligning all brand channels in order to ensure an Orchestrated 

Repositioning (Gilmore, 2002: 282). This is perfectly in line with the previous paragraph: 

Solely a clear long-term vision of the nation’s desired image together with an orchestrated 

projected image will actually allow marketers to re-brand a nation. Contrary, simply 

publishing four pages of advertisement in The New York Times, as Kazakhstan did, will 

hardly bring any change and may even backfire if executed poorly.  
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3. A nation brand cannot entirely be detached from the national identity 

Suppose a country would have devastated its foreign relations and received the label of 

being e.g. a backward ‘rogue state’. In this situation, the idea of starting all over again with 

a new brand would certainly seem tempting. However, this is clearly not an option for 

nations in contrast to companies since they cannot erase a whole society and disappear 

from world maps. In order to achieve changes, practitioners are, thus, required to 

thoroughly analyse the country at hand and to identify elements of a construed national 

identity that may potentially make foreign consumers aware of the nation’s positive sides. 

Certainly, nation brands are socially constructed but at the same built upon on concepts 

that may be 200 years old. For instance, the stereotype that Germans are punctual and 

efficient is not a mere product of figments but stems from the strict Prussian and Protestant 

values which dominated German identity in the 19
th

 century. “Many of the stereotypes and 

cultural associations concerning a nation have their roots in centuries of history and will 

not be simply forgotten by the customer in the face of a few marketing campaigns” (Fan, 

2006: 10). As a consequence, nation brands are characterised by a strong Institutional 

Inertia or Path-Dependency (Angell & Mordhorst, 2015: 196). Hence, successful 

marketers need a profound knowledge about the most central, persistent and influential 

parts of e.g. history, culture and economy of the country that he/she wants to promote 

abroad (Fan, 2008: 3). A negative example in nation branding is Britain’s Cool Britannia 

campaign from the 90’s. During this period, the British government became increasingly 

concerned by the fact that a lot of foreigners thought of the UK as a respectful and polite 

country but at the same time as rather stiff, backward and too formal. Furthermore, many 

former British colonies had rather negative feelings towards British culture and companies 

due to past historic events. The campaign essentially aimed at discarding this dusty image 

by advertising the UK as a trendy country with a young pop culture centred around its 

vibrant capital London. Even though the campaign tried to take advantage of prominent 

pop icons, such as the Spice Girls, the overall outcome has been portrayed as a failure and 

been regarded as un-British as well as artificial by many Britons. “Cool Britannia failed 

exactly because it abandoned all those traditional images associated with the country in 

favour of hippy and trendy images. It is ironic that the nation has lost its distinctiveness in 

its search for distinctiveness” (Fan, 2006: 10). The UK’s new Great campaign seems to 

have learned its lessons from these previous mistakes and embraces traditional parts of 

British culture, such as British design or the royal family, in order to develop a modernised 

version of the UK embedded in its own cultural roots.  
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Figure 2: Influential Map of Nation Brands 

(Own illustration, Inspired by Gudjonsson, 2005; Fan, 2006 & Heslop et. al., 2008)  
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4. Nation Brands are multidimensional 

In contrast to e.g. car brands, consumers attribute a much broader variety of different 

characteristics to nation brands. For instance, a country like Italy can be associated with 

e.g. its landscape, food culture, fine arts or Roman heritage but also negative features such 

as the mafia, financial instability and chauvinism. Hence, scholars such as Dinnie (2008) 

have come to the conclusion that nation brands are Multidimensional Brands since national 

images incorporate a complex web of Sub-Images (Angell & Mordhorst, 2015: 187). 

Naturally, this makes it also more difficult to put the value of a nation brand into numbers 

compared to corporate brands – despite the fact that they cannot be commercially traded. 

In order to put these sub-images into a branding context, I will introduce the term 

Influential Factors in this paper. These national assets constitute together the nation brand 

and influence it both individually and collectively. Inspired by insights from Gudjonsson 

(2005), Fan (2006) and Heslop et. al. (2008), I have created an updated Nation Branding 

Influential Map that wishes to give a better understanding of i) the different influential 

factors involved ii) how they are related to each other and iii) the different branding 

opportunities for marketers (Figure 2). In this context, I have formulated six key influential 

factors: Media, Society, Law, Politics, Business, Economy, Geography and Personal 

Experience. Furthermore, I have added Subordinated Influential Factors which can be 

divided into Content Concerns (persistent or physical factors such as historical and 

geographical factors) and Evaluative Concerns (e.g. trends, VIPs or subcultures) 

(Druckman, 1994: 50). From a behavioural point of view these influential factors function 

as stimuli which can be used to Condition
9
 consumers. 

5. Nation Brands are context-dependent 

Characteristics of influential factors may “vary from situation to situation and also from 

audience to audience” (O’Shaughnessy and Jackson, 2000). For instance, just because 

Nation A’s art sector is popular in Countries B-Y, it does not necessarily have to be so in 

Country Z. This illustrates the enormous challenges nation brand marketers are confronted 

with: On the one hand, nation brands themselves are probably one of the most diverse 

brand types with their complex web of influential factors, while on the other hand they will 

be presented to a highly amorphous audience with different degrees of knowledge, 

demands as well as moral values (Rose, 2010: 268; Fan, 2006: 9). Hence, nations may 

                                                 
9
 Conditioning: Phenomenon that repeated exposure to stimuli can lead to changes in behaviour or automatic 

associations (Solomon et. al., 2010: 253-253; Sutton & Douglas, 2013: 166). 
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have to create different branding themes in different situations e.g. emphasising the 

country’s geography and culture when reaching out to tourists. Nevertheless, the overall 

message to the world determines the overall image they have of the country. One should 

also keep in mind that human opinions are by far not static: “The audience does not have 

one mind, but a constantly fluctuating group consciousness which stems from millions of 

private individual beliefs, perceptions and prejudices which coincide at some points and 

diverge at others, in ways which are bafflingly complex. (Anholt, 2005b: 225). 

6. Every nation has a nation image – whether they like it or not 

A fairly straightforward quality of nation images: Countries cannot hide from their image 

abroad and cannot decide whether they would like to have one or not – countries are 

simply too big for being completely invisible. Hence, it underpins the idea that every 

nation should engage in nation branding – otherwise they will simply leave it up to 

uncontrollable external or internal influencers to shape their nation’s image. However, it is 

true that there are many countries such as Marshall Islands or Kyrgyzstan which are 

outside of our conscious radar and whose image is often exclusively built upon our vague 

images of the whole region (e.g. Polynesia). “Many countries (…) have a tendency to be 

overshadowed by the more powerful and prominent nations within their region, or by the 

region itself” (Anholt, 2009: 177). Consequently, for many countries in the world, nation 

branding strategies aims first and foremost at raising awareness of the country’s national 

features before even trying to improve the quality of the image (Anholt, 2009: 175). 

3.3.     Neuroscience: The effect of Nation Branding on our mind 

“The conscious mind may be compared to a fountain playing in the sun and falling back into the 

great subterranean pool of subconscious from which it rises.” 

– Sigmund Freud; Austrian Neurologist and Psychologist
10

 

New times call for new academic approaches in order being able to capture reality 

accordingly. The previous sections have already given a glimpse of the vast complexity of 

human behaviour. However, simply theorising about human behaviour is often not enough 

– in our technical world one requires empirical proof. In this light, neuroscience emerged 

as a new interdisciplinary research field which tries to combine Brain Science with 

Cognitive Psychology (Sutton & Douglas, 2013: 41f). While brain science, as a sub-field of 

Neurology, tries to untangle the functions of the different brain regions, cognitive 
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psychologists describe externally observable human performance by e.g. testing patients 

with brain lesions. Hence, cognitive psychology draws the greater picture of complex 

information processes by providing brain science with inputs about the function of the 

different brain parts (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 74). Overall, neuroscience can help us to 

unravel the Black Box that had previously impaired behavioural studies (Gazzaniga et. al., 

2014: 74). 

In order to give a short introduction into the basics of neuroscience, it is inevitable to 

briefly outline the four main parts of the brain according to brain science (Gazzaniga et. al., 

2014: 43-50): 

1. Brainstem: Medulla, Pons, Cerebellum and Midbrain 

2. The Diencephalon: Thalamus and Hypothalamus 

3. The Telencephalon: Limbic System; Basal Ganglia and Cerebral Corte 

4. The Cerebral Cortex: Frontal, Parietal, Temporal, Occipital Lobe (The Prefrontal 

Cortex (PFC), a part of the Frontal Lobe, will be of particular interest) 

When people without previous knowledge of brain science picture the human brain, they 

typically think of its outer layer – the Cerebral Cortex – which makes up the greatest part 

of the human brain. However, deep rooted within the brain, one can find structures that are 

much more essential to human life. For instance, while small lesions in the Cerebral Cortex 

lead to minor behavioural changes e.g. in terms of decision-making, damages to the 

Diencephalon and Telencephalon can cause severe changes in personality, mental 

disabilities or even death. Finally, since the Brainstem acts as controlling panel for 

substantial survival functions, such as the heart rate, even smallest lesions to it are lethal. 

By comparing brains of humans and the ones of other vertebrates, brain scientists have 

inferred that the human brain must have developed by gradual enlargement in the course of 

evolution with the brainstem being the oldest part and the Cerebral Cortex being the 

youngest (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 40). The latter has been identified to function as centre 

of Cognitive Control, enabling us “to override automatic thoughts and behavior and step 

out of the realm of habitual responses” (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 508). The fact that humans 

have by far the biggest Cerebral Cortex of any living being on earth explains our 

remarkable ability to suppress emotions, reflect on our actions and “to act in novel and 

creative ways” (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 508; 509). In neuroscience this centre of cognitive 

control has been labelled as System 2 in contrast to an older System 1. Since it enables 
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humans to filter outer influences during the decision-making, System 2 comes closest to the 

philosophic idea of ‘rational thinking’. Plato already claimed with his famous Cave 

Allegory that humans have to mentally break free from both their instincts and emotional 

impairments in order to reach a higher level of wisdom and self-recognition. Through the 

Enlightenment, this idea has eventually laid the basis for one of the most fundamental 

assumptions in economics: the Homo Economicus. In order to justify this emphasis on 

rational thinking, it had to be preconditioned that the overall human purchasing behaviour 

is determined by Utility-Optimisation and, thus, strong sensitivity to prices. As a result, 

economics tends “to assume that individuals must be supremely selfish” (Sutton & 

Douglas, 2013: 611). Economists, consequently, downplay the effect of national images on 

purchasing decisions by arguing that these brands do not add any tangible feature and, 

hence, have no higher utility that may justify paying a higher price. 

In reality, ‘rational thinking’ – if one may call it so – is actually not as independent and 

straightforward as economists assume. In fact, the use of System 2 is in biological terms a 

fairly slow and costly process which requires our brain to drain large amounts of proteins 

and carbohydrates from our body. In order to reduce energy consumption, evolution has 

programmed our brain to avoid activating system 2 and to combine the thinking process 

with less resource-intensive brain mechanisms. Consequently, when humans make 

decisions, they indeed do assess the possible utilities of different options but are equally 

influenced by other brain regions that are receptive to emotional and ‘non-rational’ inputs. 

Ultimately, this means that human decisions are determined by an eternal battle between 

pragmatic reasoning (Cognitive Control) versus impulsive emotions (Gazzaniga et al. 

2014: 508). As a result, Neuroscience claims humans to be Bounded Rational. 

Accordingly defined as System 1, our centre for emotions and unconscious processes is 

much more scattered and ramified in the brain compared to System 2. Studies on the brain 

have, nevertheless, revealed that the Limbic System together with the Amygdala and the 

Hippocampus are main centres in these processes. In short, one can say that System 1 is 

more concerned about providing internal decisions free of external biases, while System 2 

is receptive to stimuli in our environment. From the previous sections, it can be inferred 

that national symbols are a formidable stimulus for System 1. This means that they can 

influence the outcome of the decision-making process due to their subliminal emotional 

associations with national images or national identities. 
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3.3.1. Explaining National Identity & National Images 

First of all, one has to investigate whether there is any neuroscientific proof that humans 

are indeed social beings, as social psychology proposes, and whether human cooperation is 

rather based upon altruism or upon the wish to achieve personal goals. Equipped with this 

knowledge, one will be able to provide guidance on how nation brands should be managed.  

Derived from Attachment Theory, I see affiliation to a group as a Hedonic Need, defined as 

intangible and subjective, that has to be satisfied in order to avoid depression and 

emotional stress (Solomon et. al., 2010: 180; Druckman, 1994: 44-45). In order to 

guarantee the individual’s successful integration into the group, neuroscience suggests that 

our brain has devoted substantial capacities in our Cerebral Cortex with the aim of 

behaving and interacting appropriately with others. This so-called Social Cognition and its 

associated brain parts are not as nearly sophisticated in animals. It allow us to infer the 

mental state of others by assessing closely their e.g. feelings and desires, known as Theory 

of Mind in neuroscience (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 573; 560; 561). Humans possess this 

ability due to a so-called Mirror Neuron System that can mimic emotions by activating 

similar neurons in our brain when we analyse the emotional state of other persons. As part 

of this Simulation Theory, neuroimaging studies found that one cannot observe any 

physical difference between the brainwaves of an empathising person and the actual 

affected individual (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 575, 579). Most interestingly, this ability of 

social cognition is absent or impaired in individuals with Asperger’s syndrome or autism 

who are instead able to devote their whole mental capacity to non-social issues (Gazzaniga 

et. al., 2014: 562). This explains their exceptional performances in e.g. mathematics. 

Nevertheless, the absence of social cognition prevents them from reaping the benefits of 

group advantages and, thus, makes them relatively dependent on help from other 

individuals. For example, a person with Asperger would have difficulties with interpreting 

the reactions of business partner and, thus, achieve worse results in business negotiations. 

As a result, it contradicts the argument that rationality and factual knowledge ultimately 

lead to greater success and utility.  

Looking at parental behaviour, as an example for common group behaviour, one can come 

to the conclusion that the pure focus on the achievement of own goals is not sustainable 

from an evolutionary point of view. In many cases, humans are willing to sacrifice 

substantial parts of their individual well-being in order to protect family members. This 



Alexander Kellerer  M.Sc. International Business and Politics 

 
 31 

goes as far as even sacrificing one’s own life. This phenomenon is described in 

evolutionary sciences as Kin-Altruism or Kin-Selection which ensures the overall survival 

of a species by triggering a self-sacrifice process in individuals (Sutton & Douglas, 2013: 

625). This mechanism is frequently neglected when assuming that people behave as 

homines economici. Another distinct behavioural phenomenon is Reciprocal Altruism 

which is based on the observation that individuals support close long-term acquaintances 

due to the expectation of receiving favours back at a later time (Sutton & Douglas, 2016: 

625). Hence, it cannot be described as ‘altruism’ in a strict sense.  

However, a unique component of human behaviour is that “unlike any other species, 

humans cooperate with non-kin” (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 641) which has eventually led to 

the development of complex social institutions and welfare states. Consequently, I assume 

more abstracted social entities to be a type of extended family communities (Finell et al., 

2013: 529). Due to humankind’s successful assertion, which gave rise to increased birth 

rates and a complex web of reciprocal dependencies, family communities became highly 

interrelated group conglomerates. This complex communities called ultimately for “more 

holistic social alliances” (Finell et al., 2013: 529) that go beyond the ordinary family 

network. In order to establish these new social alliances, human beings had to become 

more Sociocentric and move away from their Egocentric focus on competing for resources. 

Eventually, this may explain why our brain has developed social cognitive skills, such as 

joint attention and language. From children we know that they acquire these social skills 

first when they grow older, thereby indicating that they have developed relatively late in 

the course of human evolution (Druckman, 1994: 45). This Sociocentric Revolution has 

eventually allowed humankind “to create such things as complex technologies, cultural 

institutions, and systems of symbols” (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 640). 

In order to make this new sociocentric system thrive, it was necessary to guarantee that 

individuals adhere to this new form of cooperation and become less competitive than their 

ancestors (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 639). Hare & Tomasello (2005) hypothesise in 

neuroscience that humans “may have undergone a Self-Domestication process in which 

overly aggressive or despotic others were either ostracized or killed by the group, 

eliminating them from the gene pool” (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 639) – a plausible argument 

when considering the fact that nearly every story and legend since ancient time deals with 

defeating a villain who threatens common peace. The reason for this harsh stance on Non-

Conformist Behaviour is the fear that in the absence of personal ties, free-riders may 
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undermine the function of the collective by heavily exploiting collective resources 

(Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 641). Consequently, neuroscience suggests that Social Trust and 

Social Betrayal play a more central role in human interaction and decision-making than 

anticipated by traditional economics (Fehr & Camerer, 2007: 9). 

Connected to this issue, neuroscientists have established an easily replicable experiment – 

named the Ultimatum Game (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 597) – which clearly illustrates how 

much humans despise social betrayal: One Player (A) is given a certain amount of money, 

e.g. 100 euros, and is asked to split the sum with another Player (B). Player A is free to 

choose the amount of money he/she wants to offer B. There are no negotiations allowed, B 

can solely react to A’s offer by either accepting or rejecting it. If B rejects the offer, no 

agreement has been reached and both players will end up with 0 euros. The results across 

all cultural borders are striking: i) The majority of people who are put in Player A’s shoes 

will actually offer a 50/50 split – something which contradicts traditional economics 

hugely since homines economici would be expected to maximise their utility by saving a 

greater share for themselves. ii) In the few cases where Player A proposed an offer that 

leaves Player B with 20% or less of the total amount, the majority of B players reject the 

offer. This is from an economic point of view highly irrational since Player B eventually 

has a preference for receiving 0 euros over accepting 20 euros in a perceived ‘unfair’ 

scenario. Neuroscience has labelled this phenomenon as Altruistic Punishment (Sutton & 

Douglas, 2013: 633). It demonstrates that humans are willing to abandon own profits in 

order to punish free-riders who violate against social principles. Hence, it clearly flaws the 

idea of a ‘rational’ and self-centred man. The validity of the ultimatum game has been 

further underpinned by studies that show that Player B does not punish Player A if an 

unfair split had been randomly determined by a machine (Fehr & Camerer, 2007: 3). 

Equally, neuroscientists have identified increased activity in the Nucleus Accumbens 

(NAcc) when persons, particularly underdogs, win in a fair manner rewards (Gazzaniga et 

al., 2014: 598). This does not solely explain why people like watching game shows but 

also why they sympathise with ‘lucky and fair countries’ or countries who have innocently 

been hit by a major tragedy. One has just to think of the huge enthusiasm for the Icelandic 

football team during the 2016 euro championship or the international response to the 

repeated terrorist attacks in France. Hence, I infer that higher social trust leads to an 

increased chance of long-term mutual benefits. This has huge implications for how 

countries and their nation brands have to position themselves. 
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Apart from looking at the nature of forming groups and nations, it is also necessary to 

investigate why humans actually have stereotypical images of countries. In this context, 

one has to understand how our attentional system works and how our conscious 

capabilities influence the way we behave. Even when we are sitting alone in a study room 

there are hundreds of sensory stimuli surrounding us – from birds singing in a tree to the 

smell of a fresh cup of coffee. Just a very small number of these stimuli can actually be 

grasped by our attentional spotlight while the greater part is transferred to our unconscious 

processing system in order to avoid an information overload in our brains. Thus, our 

attentional system has a Limited Capacity (Gazzaniga, 2014: 275). However, just because 

we are not sentient of a stimulus, it does not mean we do not notice it because 

Subconscious Processing ensures that stimuli are available for reflections in the context of 

e.g. decision-making (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 612). Thus, the subcortical and cortical 

networks within the brain have equipped us with the ability to select and order incoming 

stimuli – accordingly referred to as Selective Attention (Gazzaniga, 2014: 274). 

Thus, our brain is frequently relying on Heuristics (stereotypes) since they provide 

information in condensed and often oversimplified form (Solomon et. al., 2010: 342). 

“Most country images are in fact stereotypes, extreme simplifications of the reality that are 

not necessarily accurate” (Kotler & Gertner, 2002: 251). These images are in fact an 

adequate alternative source of information for our brains that allows them to skip analysing 

the real qualities of countries and their numerous influential factors. Since nation images 

consist of a broad variety of influential factors, as seen before, people have strong 

associations with countries and may connect stereotypes to previous knowledge in order to 

hastily assess their authenticity. This advantage of highly complex images has been 

captured in the Knowledge Structure Theory (Solomon, 2010: 346). This mechanism is 

naturally prone to substantial errors that, e.g. in form of Conjunction Fallacies, which can 

bias our assessment due to Subliminal Perception (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 614). For 

example, when humans are presented one picture of a girl offering a cake or throwing a 

cake at someone, they will subsequently describe another neutral picture of the same girl in 

relation to the impressions they got from the first picture. Hence, they connect these two 

information sources. However, the first picture may not be in any way be related to the 

girl’s overall personality since it is not put into any context. Precisely the same applies to 

nation brands: Because a nation is renowned for e.g. its sophisticated art and cultural 

sector, people may erroneously infer that food from this country must also be of higher 
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quality. In addition, first impressions are difficult to shake off since they serve as Anchors 

in our brains (Sutton & Douglas: 2013: 137): When an individual has never visited a 

certain country before but a close friend from this nation, he/she is likely to describe the 

population of this country based on his/her impression of the friend’s personality. A 

fundamental dilemma here is that people “avoid the effort necessary to reconstruct their 

cognitions, unless misrepresentations have a cost for them or they find utility in the 

revision of their schemas” (Kotler & Gertner, 2002: 251) and, thus, rather look for 

evidence that may confirm their heuristics – a Confirmation Bias (Sutton & Douglas, 2013: 

140). This consequently explains why rebranding a country is such a time-consuming and 

lengthy process. Furthermore, we know that people are describing nations in a less 

stereotypical manner when they become more familiar with them because it enables them 

to base their assessment on a more balanced selection of different influential factors 

(Druckman, 1994: 51). However, countries are in this context faced with a vicious circle 

since “people only seek information about nations they like” (Druckman, 1994: 51). One 

has also to keep in mind that consumers rely more on stereotypes when they are more 

concerned about time than about financial constraints (Solomon et. al., 2010: 342). Hence, 

when buying a new expensive car, we are usually more motivated to pay attention to 

product specifications and prices than when quickly buying food during the lunch break.  

3.3.2. Explaining National Symbols 

Finally, it is essential to understand what happens in the mind of the consumer when he/she 

encounters national symbols on products. As laid out earlier, we perceive stimuli both 

consciously and unconsciously. Furthermore, we can retrieve information from our 

unconscious system depending on the circumstances since it is stored in our short-term 

memory. These unconscious memories are thus Nondeclarative
11

 (Gazzaniga, 2014: 390) 

and national symbols mainly serve as Conceptual Priming Cues for the national identity or 

image. Conceptual Priming may occur in various forms. For instance, if two persons 

would have had a conversation about French politics and are then be asked to name a 

politician, they would be more likely to mention a French politician than unprimed persons 

(Gazzaniga, 2014: 392). Atkinson & Shiffrin (1968) have illustrated the process how 

sensory inputs connect with our memory as follows: the sensory input is presented (e.g. 

national symbol), our sensory system has to register it (e.g. the visual system), our 

unconscious system stores the information in our short-term memory, if the input is 
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 Nondeclarative: Memories and knowledge we consciously do not have access to, e.g. habitual behaviour. 
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rehearsed or becomes relevant it may be connected or transferred to the attentional system 

(Gazzaniga, 2014: 385). However, Decay
12

 or Interferences
13

 can cause a loss of these 

memories – an obstacle when e.g. witnesses are asked to draw an identikit picture of a 

suspect. The process of how we retrieve information is complex and insufficiently 

researched but it is evident that “incoming data that are associated with other information 

already in memory stand a better chance of being retained” (Solomon et. al., 2010: 257). 

Thinking of Knowledge Structure Theory and the broad spectre of connections, it, thus, 

seems fair to say that national symbols are highly effective conceptual priming cues which 

can exceptionally easy be linked to long-term memory (Solomon et. al., 2010: 259-260). 

Another advantage of national symbols lies in their strong affiliation to human emotions. 

In neuroscience, one distinguishes between inherent Basic Emotions, such as fear or 

happiness, and socially learned Complex Emotions which stem from a combination of two 

or several basic emotions (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 430-431). Thus, the feeling of group 

affiliation can be defined as Complex Emotion (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 430). In this 

regard, the paper adapts Barrett’s Constructivist Theory of culturally Modelled Emotions 

(Gazzaniga et al. 2014: 436) which goes hand in hand with the idea of socially constructed 

national images and identities. So far, no neuroimaging studies on national identities or 

images have been conducted in order to reveal the basic emotions that form this complex 

emotion but I presume happiness, fear and pride
14

 to be of uttermost importance. Unlike 

economic theory, neuroscience does not regard emotions as undesirable interferences for 

rational thinking but as important alarm sensors for our rational System 2. In the Iowa 

Gambling Task, it has been shown that patients with lesions in the Orbital Frontal Cortex, 

important for the exchange of System 1 and 2, were not able to detect patterns in a card 

game where one deck was slowly but surely leading to net winnings (Gazzaniga et. al., 

2014: 448). Hence, they were not able to learn from mistakes due to the absence of 

emotions (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 447-448). From this it has been derived that System 1 

sets Somatic Markers as an alarm for System 2 when it becomes suspicious
15

, whereupon 

System 2 gets involved and tries to ‘rationally’ investigate the situation. Patients with 

lesions do not receive this emotional alarm and, hence, do not revise their behaviour. 
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 Decay: Information is lost over time. 
13

 Interference: Existing information is overwritten by new incoming information. 
14

 Pride is not included in Ekman et al.’s traditional model of Six Basic Emotions. However, Tracy & 

Matsumoto (2008) have presented in extensive cross-cultural studies substantial evidence for the idea of 

accepting Pride as a seventh basic emotion. 
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 Commonly referred to as 'gut feeling'. In this case: ‘Is card deck 2 really leading to more profits?’ 
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However, Finell et. al. (2013) suggest that different national symbols do not cause the 

exact same emotions but can be categorised into different types of complex emotions. In an 

extensive study with Finnish teenagers, they found out that test subjects who had prior the 

study been exposed to national symbols which depict national sports competitions or 

scenes from the Winter War took a much harsher stance on immigration whereas those 

who had been exposed to national symbols referring to Finland’s landscape and cultural 

traditions eventually evaluated immigration more positively. Thus, they distinguish 

between Polarised Symbols which emphasise the superiority of the in-group and Non-

Polarised Symbols which present the in-group as a unique entity in the absent of negative 

out-group attitudes (Finell et. al., 2013: 229). An important take-away is that a solid 

national identity and strong national symbols do not per se lead to discrimination –it can 

even lead to more openness (Finell et. al., 2013: 233). In this context, Schatz & Levine 

(2007: 330) introduced the idea of Blind vs. Constructive Patriotism. Analogue to 

polarised symbols, blind patriotists “positively distinguish ingroup from outgroup(s) in an 

effort to enhance self-esteem” (Schatz & Lavine, 2007: 332). 

4. Methods 

4.1.     Methodological Framework 

“It is the duty of the human understanding to understand that there are things which it cannot 

understand, and what those things are.” 

– Søren Kierkegaard; Danish Philosopher and Theologian
16

 

Before outlining the conception and presenting results of the study, it is necessary to give 

an overview of the methodological views that are lying underneath my research and 

certainly influence the way I have arranged and analysed the self-imposed research 

question. In an ever complex and interrelated world, it is crucial to have a clear 

understanding of one’s point of departure in order being able to come up with coherent and 

solid work. One could eventually describe the methodological framework as a lens through 

which we can explore a certain part of the greater truth. Yet, this strict methodological lens 

– or to put it differently: ideological bias – may also induce scientists to adjust their 

research approach to a certain framework and, thus, infringe their academic horizon to one 
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methodological ‘box’. I am aware of this issue what partly explains why I have chosen to 

adopt an interdisciplinary approach since I wish to keep my view on nation brands as open-

minded as possible. Yet, I regard it as essential to have a clear roadmap about one’s 

methodology since it allows differentiating this work from other papers in this field which 

may come to different conclusions about this issue due to a different methodological 

approach. Furthermore, broadening one’s scientific view may also cause obstacles. Simply 

synthesising two opposing methodologies is often not beneficial but leads to what Max 

Weber calls a vague Middle-Groundism (Patomäki & Wight, 2000: 214). 

1. Ontological Level: Social Constructivism 

First of all, it is important to take a stand on the question: ‘How can the existence of things 

and entities be explained?’ ‘How do I see things and abstract phenomena in society?’ 

These questions paved the way for one of the two most important dichotomies in 

metaphysics: Ontology. In the theory part, I have already indicated that the thesis embraces 

findings from social constructivism with regard to the paper’s view on national images and 

identities. In fact, Social Constructivism will remain the overarching main theme and, thus, 

function as red thread throughout the whole paper. Although closely related to each other, 

it is worth mentioning that social constructivism in one academic discipline may not 

necessarily be entirely identical with the social constructivism in other disciplines. The 

theory part of this paper will e.g. rather reflect social constructivist ideas from Sociology 

and Psychology, while the discussion part can be more attributed to a type of social 

constructivism used in International Relations. Yet, all these sub disciplines share the idea 

that entities have to be regarded as Socially Constructed concepts what ultimately 

determines how researchers categorise and describe these entities. An illustrative example 

is the way we see ordinary objects such as cups. Our ‘social knowledge’ tells us that it is 

used for hot beverages. However, a person who has never been an integrated part of a 

modern society, e.g. Indians from the Amazonas, might come to other conclusions and use 

it for other purposes e.g. digging small holes. The reason for this is that cups objectively 

seen have adequate physical qualities that go beyond the use for hot beverages. However, 

through socialisation we have learned to use cups exclusively for this specific purpose, just 

as we have learned to regard flags not as a simple piece of coloured cloth. It seems 

reasonable to adopt this view in relation to how consumers perceive nation brands and the 

national images they associate with them since they do not represent any physically 

measurable qualities. This is closely connected to the neuroscientific theories of 



Alexander Kellerer  M.Sc. International Business and Politics 

 
 38 

Knowledge Structure Theory and Subliminal Perceptions which suggest that humans 

connect sensory impressions to previous socially learned knowledge. As a consequence, 

social constructivism has a rather idealistic and holistic view on entities than its main 

opposing theory, Realism, which has a strong materialistic and individualistic imprint. In 

this sense, social constructivists are more occupied with describing the effect of socially 

constructed entities or behaviour rather than identifying cause and effect. However, this 

paper rejects radical social constructivist ideas which claim that everything around us is 

essentially socially constructed. Contrary to this, I believe the natural world actually 

influences to at least some extend the scope of social constructs. Going back to the 

example of the cup: A cup could be used for many different purposes but not arbitrarily – 

simply because its physical qualities defined by natural laws set limits for its use. For 

example, it is hard to believe that they could be socially constructed as an instrument for 

playing football. The same applies to national images and identities which are holistically 

seen social constructs but certain influential factors, such as geography, can set the 

direction for its development. For instance, Italy’s national identity is certainly shaped by 

its Mediterranean climate while Norway’s ‘hyttekultur’
17

 can be explained by its 

mountainous landscape. Hence, not every country could in my view theoretically adopt 

another country’s nation brand e.g. Italy could hardly take over Norway’s image as a 

leading oil nation, whereas Norway is very unlikely to be constructed as sunny country of 

sand beaches. As a result, I reject the idea that we live in a world where absolutely 

everything is ‘relative’. 

2. Epistemological Level: Post-Postivism 

This brings me to the second important dichotomy of methodological metaphysics, namely 

the Epistemic level. Here the question is: “How should/can one measure the world?” and 

“What can be defined as ‘scientific’?” This debate is dominated by two main competing 

methodological perspectives: Positivism and Relativism / Interpretivism. Positivism 

postulates that researchers have to provide scientific proves by using objective methods. 

Thus, it has Empiricism as a core objective which has become the predominate dichotomy 

in natural sciences. This means, accordingly, that research objects have to be taken out of 

their social context, isolated in an unbiased empirical framework and preferably put into 

numerical terms, which seems overambitious when the study involves social interactions. 

As a consequence, the opposing idea of Interpretivism or Relativism emerged, which is 
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mainly used in Humanities and partly in Social Sciences. This discipline claims that 

research can never fulfil the principles of objectivism and rather reflects the perspective 

and interpretation of the scientist than actual truth (Hopf, 2007: 59f). The purest form of 

Relativism claims that our so-called ‘reality’ does exclusively take place in our minds – 

meaning that our sensory system does not reproduce an identical image of our environment 

but a highly subjective distortion construed by our brains (Solomon et. al., 2010: 25). 

Hence, advocates of this view may even deny that research has any value since they 

believe everything artificially arises from the researcher’s imagination. Since they 

basically propose that everything around us is just an imaginary film, it is almost 

impossible for opponents to argue against since one cannot prove that our reality is the 

‘real’ reality. Thus, I reject Relativism simply on the ground that I presume our mind not 

being capable of construing such a complex world as we see it. Yet, I equally take a 

sceptical stance towards Positivism and its idea that everything can empirically be tested. 

Human behaviour and social interaction, among others, are in my experience far too 

complex for putting them into raw numbers. Neuroscientists are e.g. aware of the fact that 

the brain consists of 10 billion basic elements with gazillions of interconnections that all 

play a role to varying degrees (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 73). This web of different 

interconnections causes individuals to perceive objects and issues differently as the 

Ebbinghaus Illusion illustrates (Gazzaniga, 2014: 200)
18

. Moreover, it is worth noting that 

brains are not anatomically identical due to genetic variations and external influences such 

as traumas, diseases or certain chemicals. In fact, “it is estimated that 5 % of people will 

have a seizure [in the brain] at some point during life, usually triggered by an acute event 

such as trauma, exposure to toxic chemicals, or high fever” (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 82). 

These seizures may not express themselves in any severe behavioural changes but, 

nevertheless, slightly impede humans in the process of learning a certain grammatical 

structure or motorised movement. Hence, one can conclude that human brains do not all 

work in the same way and that detailed knowledge about neurological interconnections in 

one brain cannot automatically be transferred to another. In addition, we know that 

national brands are neither static nor universal values of humankind but dynamic since 

they are re-brandable and context-dependent. Thus, it is impracticable to put a specific 

monetary value on nation brands. In short, the sheer combination of possibilities and 

                                                 
18

 Ebbinghaus Illusion: Visual experiment in neuroscience where test subjects perceive the size of an image 

peculiarly different. Hypotheses claim that the reason for this phenomenon is that the size of human visual 

cortices can differ substantially due to genetics (Gazzaniga, 2014: 200). 



Alexander Kellerer  M.Sc. International Business and Politics 

 
 40 

complexity of both human minds and nation brands makes it nearly impossible to fully 

capture them in empiric terms. Particularly, the Reliability
19

 of studies would be heavily 

reduced when following a positivist approach. Finally, it is difficult to isolate all 

unnecessary Influential Factors of nation brands (e.g. personal experiences) due to the 

complex thicket of associations as claimed by Knowledge Structure Theory. 

Naturally, there is a heated debate about whether we are just not able to describe human 

minds empirically because we do not have the scientific tools (yet) which are capable of 

measuring this complexity or whether there are processes beyond biochemical mechanisms 

– a divine Free Will so to speak. However, I do not wish to start this methodological 

discussion since I do not feel that one would come to any reasonable conclusion that could 

be beneficial for this thesis. Yet, I feel confident when saying that we will not be able to 

fully decode human minds within the next 10 years, regardless of the true reason, what, 

consequently, casts a shadow on the feasibility of strict positivist approaches in 

behavioural studies. As a result, the paper adopts a Post-Positivist approach, meaning that 

it incorporates an eclectic approach by seeking for a ‘middle way’ between the Positivist 

and Relativist dichotomy (Smith, 1996: 25f). It indeed acknowledges that there is a reality 

that we can directly perceive with our sensory system and, thus, are able to measure and 

identify recurring patterns. Nevertheless, when it comes to human minds, we are in need of 

complementing empirical approaches with more descriptive theoretical concepts about the 

surrounding social environment based on qualitative observations and reasoning (Patomäki 

& Wight, 2000: 218). This is the reason why I have chosen to add neuroscientific findings 

to this paper since it combines empirical brain science with more descriptive cognitive 

psychology which neatly reflects the principles of Post-Positivism. For the study, I am 

aware that there may be many other biases influencing the decisions of test subjects due to 

the complexity of the topic: “In opposition to currently held views, post-modernism 

questions the search for universal truths and values, and the existence of objective 

knowledge. Thus a keyword is pluralism, indicating the co-existence of various truths, 

styles and fashion” (Solomon et. al., 2010: 39). 
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4.2.     Research Design 

“By a small sample we may judge of the whole piece” 

– Miguel de Cervantes; Spanish Writer and Novelist
20

 

The overarching aim of this study is, not surprisingly, to indicate whether the proposed 

hypothesis can be confirmed or not. As focal point for the study, I have chosen the food 

sector since I expect nation branding to be of uttermost importance due to the vast use of 

national symbols and geographical indications on product packaging. In addition, research 

in psychology has also confirmed that cultural symbols, both nation brands and corporate 

brands, eventually influence physiologically our sensation system, e.g. gustation. “When 

we think we adhere to the values represented by a product or a brand, we also think that it 

tastes better. So such cultural symbols are very powerful and product meanings are to some 

extend self-fulfilling” (Solomon et. al., 2010: 34). Experiments of neuroscience and 

behavioural research underpin this idea (Solomon et. al., 2010: 340, Gazzaniga et. al., 

2014: 208). Of particular interest has been the Pepsi-Cola Test which shows that the 

majority of people, across cultural borders, prefers Coca Cola when the brand label is 

shown whereas the reverse is true when the brand is not revealed (Solomon et. al., 2010: 

340) – a valid proof for the influential power of brands. I expect this Priming Effect to be 

equally strong in the presence of nation brands, presumably even stronger due to their 

ramified associations: “The simple pronunciation or spelling of a brand name in a foreign 

language may have an impact on product perceptions and attitudes. Leclerc et. al. found in 

one experiment that the French pronunciation of a brand name affects the perceived 

hedonism of the products and attitudes toward the brand. They also found that the French 

branding influence persisted even in a product taste test – that is, with a direct sensory 

experience with the product” (Kotler & Gertner, 2002: 251). Moreover, Desmet & 

Schifferstein (2008) present in their paper evidence for that food intake is closely 

connected to our emotional System 1 and frame it as a social ritual due to its personal daily 

routine. 

Consequently, in my study a group of test persons has been exposed to national symbols 

prior a purchasing decision. Thereby, I have biased this group with Conceptual Priming 

Cue and afterwards compared their results with the ones of an unbiased control group. I 

have chosen the Italy’s nation brand as priming cue for this study due to several reasons: i) 
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According to the Nation Brands Index of Simon Anholt and the Gesellschaft für 

Konsumforschung (GfK), Italy ranks sixth among the world’s most popular nation brands 

with leading positions in tourism and culture (Anholt, 2010: 72). Thus, I expect every test 

subject to be at least roughly familiar with Italian food ii) I expect perceptions about the 

Italian brand to be relatively homogenous across Western Europe – meaning that Context 

Dependency is less of an issue iii) With respect to its leading position in tourism many test 

subjects are expected to have more knowledge about different influential factors of the 

Italian brand due to personal experiences. This decreases the influence of one-sided 

heuristics and increases the strength of interrelated associations as proposed by the 

Knowledge Structure Theory. 

This means that I expect the group to be positively biased in their decisions compared to 

my control group and therefore be more likely to pick products which are bearing authentic 

geographical indications – primarily European certifications of Protected Designation of 

Origin (PDO) or Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) but also Made-In labels or 

national symbols such as flags. In terms of consumer behaviour, I have confronted test 

subjects with a so-called Approach-Approach Conflict (Solomon et. al., 2010: 182f). It 

“occurs when a consumer must take a choice between two products, where both 

alternatives usually possess both good and bad qualities” (Solomon et. al., 2010: 182-183). 

In this study this is reflected in: nation brand/higher price vs. no-name/lower price. The 

purpose of this forced choice between two options is to clearly identify whether biased test 

subjects regard the product with the nation brand as more valuable or still prefer a lower 

price. Using national symbols in order to influence consumers’ perceptions about certain 

products is not a new phenomenon but already an integral part of marketing and corporate 

brand management. A good example for this is the globally broadcasted commercial of 

Tullamore Whiskey from 2005
21

. As one can see, the commercial is filled with numerous 

national symbols such as the Irish landscape, folk music, pub culture and even Irish 

wolfhounds. 

In this study, the product range has solely consisted of European agricultural products 

without any corporate brand. The reason for this is simple but of great importance: Even 

though a corporate brand might heavily emphasise its national origin, as it is the case for 

Tullamore whiskey, it cannot be ruled out whether there are also specific traits of the 
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corporate brand that might also have an influence on consumer choice, e.g. corporate 

history or vision. By having national symbols and the price as two variables, this paper can 

assure relatively unbiased research conditions. However, one may not forget that PGI 

labels primarily certify the local origin of products e.g. ham from the Parma region which 

means they are theoretically seen Local Brands. However, in reality the transition between 

nation brands and local brands is relatively fluid. Exceptions are local areas which are 

clearly defined in political as well as cultural terms as it may be the case for e.g. Scotland. 

Since all Italian products in the study play to greater and lesser extent with their Italian 

connotation in form of additional Italian national symbols or Made In indications on the 

product packaging, I assume the issue of local brands versus nation brands to be negligible.  

Overall, 30 test subjects participated in the study sample. The data has been collected 

between June and August 2016. In order to ensure that all subjects belong to a comparable 

socio-economic class, I have solely accepted students or young professionals with a higher 

education, aged between 20 and 32 years. As a consequence, I expect Price Elasticity
22

 to 

be a decisive factor for this particular consumer segment which explains why did not wish 

to include all age groups or educational backgrounds. Furthermore, I decided to solely 

accept subjects who are citizen of a Western European country
23

. Even though I regard the 

Italian brand being globally widely recognised, I cannot rule out that opinions about Italian 

food and culture do not fluctuate across continents. By contrast, I assume national images 

about Italy in Western Europe being exceptionally comparable due to geographical 

proximity, high familiarity with Italian cuisine and close political cooperation during the 

cold war times (Italy belonged to the ‘Western bloc’ and was a founding member of the 

EU). The latter is also the reason why I did not include Eastern Europeans in my study 

since the times behind the Iron curtain might still have an effect on their perceptions of 

Italy. Although Eastern Europeans in the given age group would certainly not have any 

concrete memories of the cold war periods, the generation of their parents may to less 

extent be familiar with Italian cuisine and consequently be less likely to cook Italian style 

meals. Moreover, the fact that the GDP per capita is lower in Eastern Europe relative to 

Western Europe may entail that Eastern Europeans go less frequently on holidays and are 

particularly less likely to choose Italy, which has become a relatively expensive tourist 
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destination. However, why did I not include US citizens then? They clearly belong to the 

Western world and typically have a good knowledge of Italian culture and food due to their 

large Italo American community. However, patriotism and national identity seem to play a 

much greater role in US society which may imply that they are more perceptive to national 

symbols on product packaging – a possible bias that should be avoided. Nevertheless, these 

reflections are solely based on deliberate assumptions as well as scientific prudence and do 

not originate from any verifiable findings from previous studies. Consequently, further 

research would have to investigate whether these are real issues or not.  

All in all, the composition of the study has been as follows: 17 females, 13 males, Age: 

M
24

 = 24.73, SD
25

 = 2.42, age range 20–32 years, 16 young professionals, 14 students, 

having 9 different Western European nationalities (Appendix A; B). All the participants 

were residing in Dublin, Ireland, and the study has been conducted in class or study group 

rooms of either Trinity College Dublin (TCD), University College Dublin (UCD) or 

Alliance Française Dublin. Participants were recruited via an online platform for European 

interns living in Dublin and other online channels. All tests have been performed 

individually between 9 a.m. and 9 p.m. 

For the study, I have used three different types of materials: a questionnaire, a video and a 

range of different food products.  

A. Questionnaire 

The questionnaire consisted of 4 thematic parts – General Information, Education and 

Knowledge, International Experience and Consumer Behaviour and Identity – with in total 

20 items and 35 sub items (Appendix C). The last three parts of the questionnaire contain a 

high number of dummy questions in order not to reveal the topic of the study and avoid 

any previous biases prior the other steps. In Part A, questions A2, A3, A4, A5a, A7 were 

most relevant since they provide us with information about the test subjects in terms of e.g. 

age, gender and nationality (Appendix C). A7
26

 has been less relevant since there 

participated just 5 vegetarians/vegans and subjects were told that they had to pick one 

product in every category. In Part B, solely questions B3a
27

 and B3b
28

 were relevant in 

                                                 
24

 Arithmetic median: central value of a discrete set of number, ‘average’, �̅� =  
∑ 𝑥𝑖

𝑛
𝑖=1

𝑛
 

25
 Standard Deviation: measure variation and dispersion about the mean, 𝑠 =  √

∑ (𝑥−𝑥)̅̅ ̅2𝑛
𝑖=1

𝑛−1
 

26
 ‚Are you vegetarian?‘ 

27
 ‘Have you ever seen one of these two labels before?’ 



Alexander Kellerer  M.Sc. International Business and Politics 

 
 45 

order to find out whether test subjects are actually familiar with POG/PGI labels 

(Appendix C). Furthermore, question B4
29

 has been used to put B3a and B3b in 

comparison to other European labels. In Part C, question C1 with sub question II
30

 intends 

to confirm the claim that young Western Europeans are more likely to have personally 

experienced Mediterranean culture due to previous holidays in Italy or other Southern 

European countries (Appendix C). Finally, Part D contains a number of questions that may 

be interesting to include in the analysis. However, in order to keep the thesis feasible and 

comprehensive, I chose to have a closer look upon question D2 sub question I and IV
31

 in 

order to get a notion how important consumers themselves consider the origin of food 

products and how their personal assessment relates to their actual behaviour in the study 

(Appendix C). The questions were posed either in a Polar Style or provided a Five-Point 

Scale, sometimes with an additional ‘Don’t know’ option. 

B. Video Clip 

The second material has been a self-made video clip serving as Priming Cue for my bias 

Group 1. During the 03:25 minutes of the video clip, test subjects have been exposed to 

various pictures displaying famous influential factors of the Italian nation brand. For 

example, the video showed pictures of the Tuscan landscape, paintings of Leonardo da 

Vinci, the actress Monica Bellucci, Ferrari, Gucci, Italian restaurants, Italian food and 

Roman sculptures. Analogue to my previous remarks about polarised and non-polarised 

national symbols, I have tried to keep the content of the video relatively non-polarised, 

meaning that I did not include any pictures of war memorials, political leaders or other 

polarising illustrations that could be have been perceived negatively by test subjects. The 

only exception has been sports: I used a few pictures from the world cup 2006 when the 

Italian football team won the finals since football seems to me an important part of the 

Italian brand. Furthermore, I have included pictures of the Academy Awards 1999 when 

Roberto Benigni won the Oscar for best actor – an event which gained considerable 

attention worldwide due to Benigni’s utterly enthralled reaction. As background music for 

the video has been chosen Nessun Dorma performed by The Three Tenors in order to refer 

to Italy’s rich opera culture. 
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C. Product Categories 

Last but not least, I used different food products from four different retailers operating in 

Ireland: Tesco, Lidl, Aldi and Fresh. Test subjects had to select one product from each of 

the 14 product categories: Salami, Pork Sausage, Cooked Ham, Dry-cured Ham, Semi-soft 

Cheese, Blue Cheese, Blue-White Cheese, Cured White Cheese, Hard Cheese, Granular 

Cheese, Thick Yogurt, Milk, White Wine and Olive Oil (Appendix D). In each product 

category, Product A was the labelled and/or more expensive product, while Product B was 

the unlabelled and/or cheaper option. As can be seen from the table (Appendix D), solely 5 

product categories included Italian products. The purpose of other product categories has 

primarily been to make the topic of the study less obvious for test subjects. 

Furthermore, among the 5 categories featuring Italian products, Category #5 will actually 

ask test subjects to choose between two Italian products with PGI labels (Appendix E-I). 

However, Product B will be free or display less national symbols, e.g. flags, in contrast to 

Product A. Category #12 is a reference point since Product A does not use nation brands 

but competes as an organic brand against the conventional Product B (Appendix J). 

Finally, in Category #13 and Category #14 both products have the same country of origin 

(Appendix K; L). Hence, I expect the results for these categories to be more arbitrary than 

for the other categories. Categories #7 - #11 will not play any major role in this paper since 

they are mainly supposed to disguise the topic of the study. 

With respect to pricing, my aim has been to establish identical price difference between 

Product A and Product B in every category. The reason for this is that in reality retailers 

have different pricing and differentiation strategies based on e.g. different sales volumes 

supplier contracts or consumer target groups. In order to exclude these anomalies from the 

study, I have determined an approximate profit margin of 37% - an average mean derived 

from a sample of 11 Italian food categories, where I have compared price gaps between 

labelled food from Italy and unlabelled identical products e.g. Pino Grigio white wine from 

Italy and Australia (Appendix M). For a more sophisticated profit margin one would surely 

need a bigger sample with around 50-100 categories. However, since a precise calculation 

of the Italian profit margin has not been hugely important for this study, I have solely tried 

to determine an approximate number. Consequently, every Product A in each product 

category (except category #13) reflected a profit margin of 37% compared to Product B. 

Furthermore, I have adjusted prices per weight whenever they differed so that prices were 
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as if they were of equal weight. This has been done because dummy tests showed that test 

subjects did typically not pay attention to weights and therefore were more prone to pick 

Product A whenever Product B was more expensive due to higher weights. This can be 

explained by the fact that the differences in weight were comparably small for all product 

categories. 

D. Procedure 

All in all, the procedural design of the study comprised of five working steps:  

1. Introduction and Questionnaire 

After a short introduction, the test subject received the questionnaire and was asked to fill 

in the paper in a separate room. As laid out before, the questionnaire’s purpose has been to 

receive i) general information about the test subject (age, gender etc. ) and ii) answers to 

questions B3a, B3b, B4, C1 II, D1 I and D1 IV. 

2. Assign test subject to one of the two test groups 

In order to ensure the feasibility of the study with respect to the tight time constraints and 

the lack of financial and human resources, each group consisted of 15 people (𝑛1 =

15, 𝑛2 = 15). Since I expect cultural background to be a more decisive factor in this study 

than the exact age, I have rather tried to keep the distribution of nationalities similar in 

both groups than the age. For instance, I assigned 5 French nationals to Group 1 and 5 

French nationals to Group 2. Needless to say, it was not always possible to keep this exact 

balance due to uneven numbers for certain nationalities (e.g. 3 Norwegian test subjects). 

Nevertheless, it was my intention to keep both groups as homogenous as possible. The 

reason for this is that there may be slight difference in purchasing behaviour between 

certain Western European countries with regard to price elasticity or product preferences. 

Furthermore, even though there have clearly participated more females in the study than 

males, I have also tried to distribute the genders evenly across both groups in order to 

further strengthen the reliability of the results. However, it was impossible to have the 

same mean age in both groups without creating at the same time an imbalance with regard 

to the two other parameters. Since the age range had already been limited to 20-30 years in 

the beginning of the study, I decided to neglect this factor since I do not believe that 

differences of 2-3 years in the median age will considerably alter results of the study. 
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3. Only Group 1: Show test subject video clip 

After the test subjects had been assigned to one of the two groups, subjects in Group 1 

were asked to watch the video clip in the same separated room where they had filled in the 

questionnaire. As mentioned before, the video exposed subjects audio-visually to Italian 

national symbols and, thus, served as a Priming Cue for the Italian brand. 

4. Group 1 & Group 2: Purchasing decisions 

All subjects were asked to enter a new separate room in order to take the last part of the 

study. They were asked to imagine being in a supermarket in order to buy certain products 

from an imaginary shopping list. The items on the shopping list symbolised the different 

product categories that the subjects found inside the room. In order to receive consistent 

results, test subjects had been instructed to take one product from each category. Hence, it 

was not possible to pick both or none of them. Vegetarians and vegans were advised to 

imagine that they had to buy ham or sausages for their relatives or friends. Each product 

bore a price tag with prices in euro that were in accordance with real prices. As discussed 

before, Product B reflected a real life price while Product A’s price was based on Product 

B’s price plus an imposed 37% profit margin, PM = 0.37. Test subjects were allowed to do 

whatever they would typically do in a supermarket e.g. touch the product or compare 

prices. After they had made their purchasing decision, they had to take the price tag of the 

selected 14 product and to hand them over to the test leader before leaving the test room. 

5. Evaluation of the results.  

The evaluation of the behavioural observation has been relatively uncomplicated since 

costumers were solely able to choose between two products in each category what can 

easily be transferred into an excel chart. By using traditional statistical models I have 

analysed the validity and reliability of the study. For the hypothesis testing that helped to 

determine the significance of the results, I have relied on statistical results gained from the 

programme Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). This programme is one of 

the most common statistical programmes in social sciences and its calculations are 

relatively free of errors. 
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5. Results 

“To achieve perfection, one must first begin by not understanding many things! And if we 

understand too quickly, we may not understand well”  

– Fyodor Dostoyevsky; Russian Novelist and Essayist
32

 

First, when looking at both sample groups combined, there have been intriguing results for 

the questionnaire (Appendix N; O). With regard to questions B3a and B3b a substantial 

majority of 60% stated that they had never seen these two labels before. Furthermore, 

solely 58% of the remaining 40% actually knew what these labels stand for. Thus, solely a 

minority of 23% of all subjects has been able to relate to the presented labels. This leads to 

the conclusion that national symbols, such as flags or Made-In specifications on the 

product packaging, have supposedly played a much greater role than initially anticipated. It 

also casts a shadow on the EU’s efforts to create harmonised geographical indications in 

order to increase the competitiveness of small and local producers – consumers are 

apparently hardly familiar with these labels and less strictly regulated geographical 

indications may easily outperform PDO/PGI labels. 

In contrast to the PDO/PGI labels, the EU’s certification of organic products has been 

recognised by a vast majority of the test subjects, namely 77% (Appendix N; O). It 

illustrates the untapped potential that nation branding has in comparison to sustainable 

brands. Certainly, sustainable products may be perceived as more attractive due to their 

associations with healthiness and consumer responsibility. However, it also clearly 

underlines that both politics and business have so far poorly communicated the meaning of 

harmonised EU geographical indications what hampers their effectiveness. Thinking of the 

EU’s desire to support local food production, one has to question the EU’s effectiveness of 

regulating this policy area on a supranational level. Particularly in a time, where local 

producers, who are typically exporting less, are rather bearing the costs of complying with 

EU regulations than reaping the benefits of the internal market and the EU’s free trade 

agreements, this failure should not be underestimated. 

With respect to question C1 II, my justification to solely include Western European 

citizens based on the assumption that they are more likely to have personal experiences has 

been confirmed. 100% of all test subjects stated that they had visited a Southern European 
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country before (Appendix N; O). However, I did not have the resources to conduct another 

survey, among e.g. Asians, in order to reconfirm this assumption. At any rate, it has been 

guaranteed that Group 1 had a basic knowledge of the presented cultural references and 

was potentially able to connect the inputs with personal experiences. Referring to 

Knowledge Structure Theory, this has supposedly increased the nation brand’s effect on the 

subject’s emotional System 1 and, thus, led to better results. 

In question D2 IV, test subjects were asked to assess on a 5 point scale how much attention 

they pay to the origin of food products. In total, test subjects have rated this with a mean of 

3.8, SD = 1.28 (Appendix N; O). The mean for D2 I has been almost identical with a value 

of 3.7, SD = 1.26. This means that both groups, on average, stated that they pay equal 

attention to the origin of food and whether food products are environmentally friendly. 

However, as we will see later with respect to product category #12, the only organic 

product in the study has been substantially more popular than any other product with 

nation brands – possibly due to a higher familiarity with the organic label. This issue 

explains clearly why neuroscientists are rather sceptical towards qualitative analyses: Test 

subjects may not be consciously aware about the reasons for their behaviour and often 

either under- or overestimate factors in surveys. 

Finally, the question remains whether the hypothesis of the paper can be confirmed or must 

be rejected after the analysis of the study results. As stated before, both the control group 

and biased group consisted of 15 test subjects and I looked at 5 Italian product categories 

where subjects had to choose between a labelled Product A and unlabelled Product B. 

Hence, there have been 75 individual decisions in each group. In the biased group, Product 

A has been chosen 44 times against 29 times in the control group. This means ratio of 

choosing A instead of B has been 59% for the biased group and 39% for the control groups 

in terms of the Italian product categories #1 - #5 (Appendix P; Q). However, the ratio 

across the five product categories has been highly fluctuating. For example, while for 

product category #1 an overwhelming majority of 93% in the biased group preferred 

Product A, solely 27% chose A of product category #4 in the same group (Appendix P). 

Nonetheless, the preference for Product A has always been higher in the biased group 

compared to the control group. For instance, the preference for A in Product Category #1 

has been 93% for the biased group against 47% for the control group and in Product 

Category #4 27% against 13% (Appendix P; Q).  
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Furthermore, the differences in results across the product categories have been consistent, 

meaning that if the probability of picking Product A had been high in the biased group, the 

probability in the control group had also been relatively high. Conversely, if the probability 

was low in one group, it was also comparably low in the other one. It illustrates that 

preferences for products can not only be explained by the effect of nation brands but are 

certainly also built upon on other factors, such as product quality or product design. Yet, 

the most interesting fact for this paper has been that the results of the study indicate that 

nation branding can increase the likelihood of picking the labelled Product A.  

An interesting observation has been that the Italian product in Product Category #4, which 

has been the category with the lowest preference for Product A, had actually been free of 

any other national symbols except a PGI label. Moreover, the PGI label has been on 

backside of the product packaging and, thus, been relatively difficult to detect (Appendix 

H). Considering the fact that according to question B3a solely 23% of all test subjects had 

been familiar with the PGI label, A’s relatively weak performance in product category #4 

may be explained by the absence of any other national symbols, such as the Italian flag. In 

contrast, all other Product A’s in the remaining four categories bore at least the Italian flag 

in some form on the front side of the packaging (Appendix E-F; I). Another explanation 

might be that Product A in this category was one of the few who had to compete with a 

local Irish product. Even though the majority of test subjects had not been Irish this might 

have unintentionally put Product A in a rather weak position because either i) consumers 

have a preference for local products since they are associated with shorter transport 

distances and better freshness or ii) expats solidarise with the country they are living in, 

particularly when they have actively chosen to move to this country. Particularly, the latter 

point may be an interesting impetus for a new study about the relation between expats and 

the nation brand of their new home country. However, in product category #5, the only 

category with two Italian products, the results have been close to 50% in the biased group 

and the control group. This may indicate that if two products are of the same origin and 

communicate this clearly, consumers are arbitrary between Product A and Product B. 

Product A has supposedly been chosen by consumers since the product packaging included 

other national symbols and a more renowned granular cheese type while more price 

sensitive consumers preferred the cheaper Product B (Appendix I).  

In order to decide whether the hypothesis can be confirmed or not, it was necessary to 

examine the Significance Level of the test results, particularly since the sample size has 
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been comparably small. The aim of such a Hypothesis Test is to determine whether there is 

a statistical confidence that the results are not based on mere coincidences (Stock & 

Watson, 2012: 118). As mentioned before, there are two probabilities, 0.59 for Group 1 

and 0.38 for Group 2 with n = 15 as the sample size. In order to test the significance of the 

results, a T-test for two independent samples has been identified as most suitable. This 

statistical test investigates whether a Nullhypothesis can be rejected in favour of an 

Alternative Hypothesis which is the genuine hypothesis of the paper as presented earlier 

(Stock & Watson, 2012: 118). This means my Nullhypothesis proposes the opposite: “Prior 

exposure to nation symbols does not increase the willingness to choose labelled products 

and, hence, both groups will not differ significantly with respect to their purchasing 

behaviour”. The nature of hypothesis has been Directional
33

 and, thus, the hypothesis test 

has been One-tailed for this paper (Stock & Watson, 2012: 121). 

However, in order to justify the execution of a t-test, one has first to verify the 

independence of the two samples by using statistic methods. I have done this by using a 

Levene’s Test which allows determining whether there exists a Variance Homogeneity or 

Homoscedasticity between the two samples (UZH, 2016). The results received from SPSS 

confirm that there is a Variance Homogeneity since the Levene Test has not been 

significant (Appendix R). Consequently, a t-test for two independent samples can be 

justified for the two test groups. The t-test establishes a Confidence Interval which either 

contains or not contains the calculated P-value that can be derived from the results of the 

study. The borders for the confidence interval have been set at α = 0.05 – a standard value 

that is used for the majority of studies in order to guarantee a confidence level of 5%
34

. 

Ultimately, it means that if the p-value is below 0.05, p < 0.05, we can say with a 

confidence of 95% that the confidence interval does not contain p. Since the hypothesis of 

this paper is directional, the t-test will be one-tailed – meaning that α will not be divided 

into two 
𝛼

2
 tails. Thus, the t-value may be divided by two and then compared with α (IRDE, 

2016). For the calculation of these statistical models, I have used SPSS which calculates 

the p-value for a two-tailed test at 0.085 (Appendix S). Hence, the final p-value for this 

one-tailed T-test is 0.043 which fulfils the condition 0.043 < 0.05. This leads to the 
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conclusion that the Nullhypothesis can be rejected and the main hypothesis of this thesis 

holds and its results are statistically significant. Nevertheless, one has to admit that ideal 

results would be closer to 0 than the one-tail border of 0.05 and would not hold in a two-

tailed model. 

Another interesting observation during the study was that both groups had a clear 

preference for the only organic product. In total, 80% of the test subjects chose the organic 

milk instead of the conventional one (Appendix P, Q). This preference might not be as 

strong among people in other age groups, but it illustrates clearly the popularity organic 

farming has gained in all Western European countries within the past two decades. In this 

context, I presume organic labels to be more powerful than nation brands what illustrates 

that it would have been counter-productive to include organic products in the other product 

categories. It would be interesting to see empirical research about the question whether 

nation brands are able to compete with organic labels or not.  

Product categories #13 and #14 led to expected results: For product category #13, where 

prices as well as place of origin have been identical, the decision pattern has been fairly 

arbitrary with 60% picking Product A and 40% picking Product B (Appendix P, Q). The 

slight preference of Product A can be explained by the fact that it bore a Dutch flag on its 

packaging whereas it was more difficult to find the place of origin of Product B (Appendix 

K). Product Category #14 – almost identical product but higher price for A – has been even 

clearer: Just 23% in both groups had a preference for the Product A (Appendix P, Q). 

Nevertheless, since I solely used one product category to look at these issues it was not 

possible to run a significance test on these observations. Further research would need to 

look at these topics individually and gather more information from a greater sample.  

Together with the results gained from the main observation it is possible to conclude in the 

following way: The hypothesis that the exposure to national symbols increases the 

willingness of consumers to buy labelled food products holds at a confidence level of 5%. 

Yet, there are indicators that this effect does not take place when two products have similar 

nation brands since consumers will be indifferent. Moreover, when two products have 

identical nation brands but different prices, consumers tend to pay higher attention to the 

price. Thus, price is a decisive factor but strong nation brands can trump price 

consciousness. 
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6. Discussion 

6.1.     Practical considerations: New insights from Eye-Tracking? 

“The great secret of power is never to will to do more than you can accomplish.” 

– Henrik Ibsen; Norwegian Playwright and Poet
35

 

The aim of this section is to reflect upon the study’s structure, procedures and materials 

and to review its results in order to give recommendations how it could be improved in a 

different set-up. Thus, I will share my experiences about the challenges that I have 

encountered during the execution of the study in order to sensitise like-minded researchers 

for the complexity of the topic. Even though this paper is theoretically rooted in the 

neurosciences, I have eventually not been able to use neuroscientific methods in the study 

due to the simple reason that neuroscientific studies require both longer time frames and 

adequate financial resources. I have come to the conclusion that this would have not been 

feasible for a Master’s thesis project. Nevertheless, in order to give a glimpse of how a 

neuroscientific research design may look like, I will briefly sketch the possible 

opportunities of an Eye-Tracking study. 

It has been my ambition for the study to guarantee that products are relatively free of 

company-specific brand images in order to avoid possible interferences from other images 

and their underlying emotions. Throughout the study, the focus has clearly been on the 

effect of national symbols. I have identified the food sector with its PDO/PGI/Made In 

labels as one of the few areas where these criteria are met since corporate brands solely 

play a minor role – at least with respect to products from discounters. However, it is true 

that PGI labels rather represent local brands than nation brands which may have added 

unexpected variables that could potentially have interfered with the objectives of the study. 

Nevertheless, I regard these effects to be negligible since i) the distinction between local 

and nation brands is often highly vague and since ii) both brand types often complement 

each other. By picking Italian culture as priming cue for the study, my intension was to 

ensure that test subjects are able to connect the brand to various different associations due 

to the existence of various influential factors. Ultimately, this leads to more balanced 

evaluations of the brand. This, consequently, has helped to avoid huge fluctuations in 

choices between subjects. Clearly, a relatively unknown nation brand such as the one of 
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Kazakhstan or Malta would not have been sufficient for this study. I also assumed that 

Italy has a relatively strong nation brand due to its prominent role in European history and 

its popularity as Europe’s most attractive tourist destination. In this sense, it can be 

assumed that even European consumers that have never been to Italy have nevertheless 

heard of Italian foods or mentality before. Consequently, this increases the reliability of the 

paper. However, one has also to admit that Italy has experienced gradual losses in 

popularity in the last few decades and tends to be more of a brand leader in defence than a 

rising nation brand star (Anholt, 2010: 72). The financial crisis and the decades of repeated 

scandals with Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi have substantially questioned Italy’s 

economic and political strength abroad. 

Looking at the sample, I feel confident to say that the study is fairly sound in cultural terms 

since nine nationalities from Western Europe have been part of the study and the gender 

distribution has also been relatively balanced even though female subjects were in the 

majority. The number of subjects from each nationality has also been comparable to the 

population size of their nation which makes the sample a reliable reflection of Europe’s 

consumers with French, German and Spanish consumers being in the majority. The 

questionnaire has revealed that all participants had at least visited one Mediterranean 

country before and, thus, more likely been personally exposed to Mediterranean food 

culture. Allowing citizen from all countries, such as China or Chile, would have heavily 

undermined the reliability of the paper. Furthermore, one should not forget that nation 

brands are context-dependent which implies that a nation’s image may be shaped by e.g. 

the domestic media quite differently in two distant countries. However, test subjects from a 

neighbouring country of Italy e.g. Slovenia might be either less or more receptive to the 

conceptual priming cues than e.g. Danes, due to higher familiarity with Italian culture. In 

this sense, it may even be more beneficial to limit the cultural background of the test 

subjects to one nationality e.g. Irish instead of looking at the whole Western European 

region. However, this would have eventually decreased the transferability of the paper’s 

findings to other economic sectors and consumer segments. To my view, both approaches 

are valid and should be tested and compared with future study sets. One may even execute 

a large-scale research project in all European countries in order to create a highly valuable 

set of studies that may reveal how cultural distances and context dependencies affect the 

effectiveness of nation brands. 
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Nonetheless, there are certain weaknesses observable in this study that should be avoided 

e.g. in the framework of a PhD dissertation. The alluded time constraints and few resources 

in the course of writing this thesis certainly hampered the potential of this manifold 

research topic to some respect. In the following paragraphs, I want to point out 

modifications that I would regard as beneficial for this study provided that it would be free 

of any financial or time restrictions. 

1. The food sector – a special case? 

In order to increase the transferability of the study, it would be necessary to execute a 

thorough analysis of the food sector. Since consumers are generally fairly sensitive to food 

security and quality, they might be more likely concerned about the geographical origin of 

products. This might indicate the food sector is a special case. The paper upholds the 

opinion that nation branding goes far beyond tourism and the food sector. Nonetheless, it 

acknowledges that nation brands may not be of similar importance in every sector. Thus, 

further research in nation branding has to become more practically orientated and test 

consumer’s reaction to nation brands in various contexts in order to be able to assess the 

real value of nation branding for business. In the current situation, the paper cannot 

confirm that the results presented above equally apply to non-food related business sectors. 

2. Greater sample size and different income groups 

Certainly, a sample of 15 persons in each group is not optimal and may be prone to 

statistical weaknesses since unknown variables may play a too important role for the 

outcome of the study. It is common for consumer behavioural studies to be confronted with 

the obstacle that purchasing decisions are complex processes that may be influenced by a 

great number of different routines, socially constructed ideals and one’s social background. 

For instance, we can assume chefs or passionate hobby chefs to be more conscious about 

food quality and, thus, may pay greater attention to the product’s place of origin than those 

who do not like cooking. Thus, I would increase the number of participants in an ideal 

research environment in order to guarantee that such side effects would become relatively 

irrelevant due to its sheer size. There are different opinions within science about how many 

study subjects are sufficient but particularly the eye-tracking analysis would benefit from 

groups of 20-40 participants. As will be specified below, heat maps would automatically 

become more sophisticated and reliable when the sample is larger. Thinking of empirical 

studies in general, it is common to criticise the compilation of the test subjects. Particularly 

the fact that samples in many cases solely consist of students has led to many heated 
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debates since students may often not constitute an adequate sample of the whole 

population due to their relatively high educational level and low income. One may also 

want to point out that this is a weakness of this paper. However, I reject this criticism since 

I feel that including all age groups in a study such as this would presumably lead to 

considerable fluctuations in decisions across test subjects which would make the results 

relatively confusing. Younger and older age groups belong typically to fairly different 

income groups and, thus, have different Price Elasticities that would most likely be 

reflected in a fairly different purchasing behaviour. Hence, I have specifically targeted my 

study at test subjects in the age between 20 and 32 years since I believe this provides more 

coherent results. While older age groups due to a higher income level may generally have a 

preference for more expensive food products of higher quality, I assume students and 

young professionals to be more price sensitive and, thus, more hesitant to pick more 

expensive products. In terms of neuroscience, I expect the rational System 2 of younger 

age groups to be more likely to rebel against an impulsive buying choice based on 

emotions since price actually matters to them. In this study, nation brands have arguably 

tempted the biased group to rather choose labelled products compared to the control group 

although cheaper products overall have been fairly popular. With older age groups the 

preference for more expensive products may have arguably been too high in both groups in 

order to make any prediction about the influence of nation brands. However, in an ideal 

set-up it would be necessary to execute several individual studies with different age groups 

and income groups in order to be able to compare them and to assess which consumer 

segments are exceptionally perceptive to nation branding. 

3. Improvement of the video clip 

Since this paper does not originate from a pure Marketing background, I have created a 

rather simple video clip with emotional cues in order to keep the work for the thesis 

feasible and inexpensive. However, I am aware of the fact that a professional video clip 

might have notably increased the preferences for Italian products. A fully animated clip 

about Italian culture peppered with additional unconsciously presented cues would 

certainly have affected the minds of viewers to an even greater extent. Nevertheless, I do 

neither have a sufficient background nor the technical equipment for creating such a 

professional brand advertisement material. Moreover, the design of such a professional 

video can easily take up several months and would have interfered with the given time-

constraints. Yet another interference can be found in the selection process of conceptual 
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priming cues which I have been subjectively chosen since this paper reflects an 

independent work and not the one of a research team. Therefore, I would have ideally i) 

worked together with either a fellow researcher with a Marketing background or an 

advertising agency ii) investigated in an initial survey consumers’ common stereotypes of 

the Italian brand and included them in the video clip. 

4. Elimination of possible situational effects during the decision-making 

Reliability is a crucial condition in order to assure that results are comparable, reproducible 

and, hence, empirical. In this context, it is necessary to create a research environment that 

is ideally free of any unexpected stimuli that may bias the outcome of the study. In reality, 

hardly any study can fully guarantee the absence of external influences - our world consists 

simply of too many surrounding components, such as smells and the subject’s mood which 

may bias us. In fact, I argue that executing empirical studies on consumer behaviour and 

branding should not be performed in sterile testing labs since test subjects may behave 

quite differently when their Attentional System does not have to deal with the external 

stimuli in a supermarket. Consequently, there may be a tendency to devote more time to 

the actual product specifications and, thus, come to decisions that hardly reflect real life 

decisions. During the study, I experienced that certain test subjects needed relatively much 

time to make a decision between Product A and B. However, this is solely a subjective 

observation that would need to be confirmed by independent research. Under perfect 

conditions, the study should be therefore executed in a real or simulated supermarket 

environment where people receive a shopping list and asked to buy one product from each 

category on the list. From neuroscience we know that our attentional system may react 

differently depending on the load of external stimuli that occupy our mental capacities. 

Hence, an explanation could be that the calm and empty group rooms, used in this study, 

allowed participants to pay more attention to prices and specifications. In contrast, music, 

the setting, and the more hectic atmosphere would in real life spur the attentional system to 

rely more on emotions and our ‘gut feeling’. Apart from that, I also suppose that the 

subject’s nutritional state may have influence on decisions. Thus, it may strengthen the 

reliability of the paper to make sure that the period between the subject’s last meal and the 

test realisation is comparable across all subjects. Certainly, other physical states, such as 

fitness or fatigue, may be of importance for the decision-making (Desmet & Schifferstein, 

2008: 291). However, these factors are typically difficult to control and, hence, I would 
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exclusively focus on ensuring more comparable research conditions in terms of the 

subject’s nutritional. 

4. Broad product range and Eye-Tracking 

Last but not least, it is also necessary to reconsider Step 4 of the research design. When it 

comes to research methods, neuroscience has a rather critical stance towards both 

qualitative interviews and decision-based studies. Again, this stems from its overarching 

idea of Unbounded Rationality. Since many processes are executed beyond our conscious 

horizon, neuroscience assumes test subjects to be fairly unreliable sources of information 

when asking them for their reasons of actions. They simply have no explanation for their 

behaviour or even unconsciously invent vague justifications. Moreover, test subjects may 

try to figure out the purpose of the study and make decisions in a way they think the 

investigator wants them to behave – accordingly named Demand Characteristics. For this 

reason, neuroscientists commonly base their research on information received from 

neuroimaging devices, such as Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) that allow 

them to analyse directly processes within the brain. Looking at the design of this study, an 

Eye-Tracking Analysis could certainly have added a very insightful layer to the results. 

Eye-Tracking devices allow research to gather information about the eye gazes of test 

subjects in the absence of demand characteristics since subjects solely consciously control 

a fraction of their eye movements. By combining the subject’s different eye movements on 

e.g. a product, neuroscientists can develop Heatmaps that permit one to determine on 

which parts of a product a subject has devoted most of his/her attention. For this paper 

such heatmaps would have been an excellent possibility in order to see e.g. whether biased 

test subjects paid relatively more attention to the national symbols on Italian products and 

their PDO/PGI labels than the control group.  

6.2.     Theoretical considerations: ‘It's just a kiss away’36? 

“But charity begins at home, and justice begins next door.” 

– Charles Dickens; English Writer and Social Critic
37

 

In the past, two preeminent postulates have certainly been the axis of business and politics: 

‘Give a tit for a tat’ and ‘One hand washes the other’. In political theory these practices 
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have been conceptualised in Realism. This predominant practice in world politics, it 

imagines the international scene as an Anarchical System where nations ruthlessly try to 

defend their self-interests (Waltz, 1979: 104f). Consequently, stability and security can 

solely be achieved through a Balance of Powers (Waltz, 1979: 62). Certainly, self-interests 

are one decisive drive of human behaviour; however, they are not the only decisive factor 

as liberal economics or realist politics make us believe. In this paper, it has been shown 

that humans, as Social Beings, do not exclusively have a need for economical affluence 

and personal success but also for group affiliation, social trust as well as mutual and 

respectful recognition. The examples presented in this paper are in fact just a small 

selection of the novel insights that neuroscience has added to the comprehension of human 

nature. By presenting scientific proof for the Unbounded Rationality in humans, it 

confirmed observations that had already been indicated decades ago by other disciplines 

such as Marketing, Electoral Behaviour or Conflict Management. Hence, the management 

of nation branding must opt for a more sophisticated approach in world politics than solely 

focusing on an ‘Our country first’ strategy. 

It is my belief that the globalised world is slowly but steadily moving towards a 

Postmodern-Postindustrial society (Solomon et. al., 2010: 35) where the strength of a 

nation is not solely determined by its GDP growth rates but by a web of different statistic 

indicators that measure the quality of influential factors e.g. political stability, level of 

education or legal certainty. “It implies a shift in political paradigms, a move from the 

modern world of geopolitics and power to the postmodern world of images and influence” 

(van Ham, 2001: 4). In this context, Social Constructivism emerged as countermovement 

to Realism in International Relations. It rejects the idea that foreign relations are solely 

based on Materialistic calculations that frequently shift when short-term benefits are high. 

Instead, the theory proposes that states and their foreign relations are socially constructed. 

In fact, social constructivism gives, unlike Realism, politics a choice for positioning 

themselves in an anarchic system instead of assuming they are slaves to an endless chase 

after the most beneficial short-term benefits. But does one ever truly have a ‘choice’? As 

presented earlier, countries are confronted with Path Dependency or Institutional Inertia 

since a system of socially constructed relations is also marked by e.g. historical and 

individually established links. For instance, the special relationship between Ireland and 

the USA has not actively been created but is a result of past events. “In other words, 

territorial actors find themselves entangled in a web of social practices, expectations, 
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political settings and institutions that limit their choice in the roles they can adopt for 

themselves” (Van Ham, 2002: 261). 

Nevertheless, Social Constructivism proposes that nations have the ability to influence 

their relations and world politics within a small margin for manoeuvre. Even though I do 

not agree with all parts of the English School
38

, I share the idea that nations have "fear of 

unrestricted violence" (Bull, 2012: 64) and, thus, a common interest in accepting a certain 

set of rules that goes beyond maintaining a balance of power. Otherwise, one can hardly 

explain why there is currently a strong eagerness among nation states to use their small 

scope of manoeuvre in order to tame the anarchic system. The direct result has been the 

formation of a complex web of multilaterally binding or even unifying International 

Organisations (IO) such as the United Nations (UN) or the European Union (EU). In the 

end, this creates a "norm-governed relationship whose members accept that they have at 

least limited responsibilities towards one another and the society as a whole" (Brown & 

Ainley, 2009: 51). Equipped with this set of norms, nations can establish universal 

principles that allow them to legally punish free-riders and violators. Yet, this forces 

nations to trade their sovereignty in exchange and to face the danger of being held 

accountable for their own actions. This view matches perfectly with the theoretical core of 

the paper in terms of the Ultimatum Game and the existence of Altruistic Punishment. One 

has to admit that nations might in certain cases be reluctant to hold another country 

accountable due to diplomatic ties or economic dependencies. This may though not 

necessarily be in breach of the Ultimatum Game and neuroscience – no study has ever 

investigated what happens when Person B is Person A’s boss or romantic partner. 

Yet, social constructivism says very little about how this convergence towards 

international norms can be explained by societal pressures (Van Ham, 2002: 261). Hence, I 

will in the following sections justify why positive nation images and brands actually 

matter, what values they should represent and what implications this has for the 

management of nation branding. 

1. Preferences of Consumers 

First of all, we have to rethink the term of ‘value’. It has been a general theme of the theory 

part that “emotions may lead to decision making that is financially irrational (because 
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money will be lost) but beneficial for defending social reputation” (Gazzaniga et. al., 2014: 

597). This means that ‘features’, such as trust or stability, are demonstrably an important 

value that humans are willing to pay a higher price for and, hence, lead to competitive 

advantages in these countries. Moreover, consumers want to associate with nations they 

perceive as being successful, fair and unique, particularly with regard to prestigious 

products that we present to the outer world e.g. clothes or cars. One can imagine how 

challenging it would be for North Korean fashion designers to position themselves on the 

global market - provided that North Korea would suddenly open its economy and have a 

competitive industry. Consequently, I expect nation branding a growingly important role in 

a world where standardisation and quality management have considerably decreased 

tangible differences between products. “A rapidly growing number of countries joining the 

branding wave ‘craze’, it was becoming clear that those states that fail to find their image 

or create own brand would end up paying a heavy economic price” (Park, 2009: 68). 

2. Preferences of Investors 

Secondly, it is important to understand that nation branding is not solely about skimming 

profit margins for consumer products. It is an equally adequate tool for the attraction of 

foreign investments, most importantly Foreign Direct Investments (FDIs). In our 

globalised world, it has become vital for countries to demonstrate stability in order to 

attract FDIs of MNCs and, thus, ensure economic growth. In this context, research has 

confirmed (Kalamova & Konrad, 2010) that investors are in many cases biased in their 

judgement of executing a project in country A or B. Particularly, when MNCs are planning 

Greenfield Projects
39

 there is scientific evidence that the final decisions of senior 

executives are not seldom based on their overall impression of the country rather than the 

raw financial numbers (Papadopoulus & Heslop, 2002: 305). This can certainly be 

explained by the fact that e.g. the political stability of a country is equally crucial for the 

success of a greenfield project since Expropriation
40

 represents one of the most costly risks 

for MNCs. Particularly, when it comes to making a decision between two countries, nation 

brands can suddenly become a decisive factor when both countries are overall similar in 

terms of e.g. economic stability and level of regulation. An adequate example for this is 

Ireland’s transformation from the ‘sick man of Europe’ to the ‘Celtic Tiger’ in the 90’s. By 

using the respected Irish brand in the US together with its low corporate tax, the Irish were 
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able to attract large amounts of FDIs to their country and to successfully compete with e.g. 

the Baltic States. One has to remember that Ireland’s industry and infrastructure was 

literally non-existing: Ireland was one of the few European countries where agriculture was 

still the biggest sector and where unpaved roads were no peculiarity in many parts of the 

country. Yet, particularly many Irish-American investors were enthusiastic about the idea 

of establishing their company’s European headquarters in the country of their ancestors. In 

certain cases, this has led to rather surprising and unexpected outcomes: Allergan, one of 

the biggest US pharmaceutical companies, decided to locate its headquarters in the 

provincial town of Westport, far away from the pharmaceutical hubs in Cork and Dublin 

and any bigger suppliers, simply because of the gut feeling of the US CEO and successful 

persuasive efforts of the IDA (Hayes, 2014: 131). In contrast, Park (2009) illustrates in his 

paper Lithuania’s struggle with attracting FDIs due to its rather negative and almost non-

existing nation brand. Nevertheless, one should also mention that nation brands seem to be 

of lesser importance when MNCs are about to acquire or merge with a competitor or 

supplier (Papadopoulus & Heslop, 2002: 305). In these cases, the corporate image of the 

target company seems to be a more decisive factor. 

3. Preferences of Global Talents 

Thirdly, the global labour market is on the verge of a severe shortage for highly qualified 

workers. Even when countries implement beneficial industrial policies for corporates, e.g. 

in terms of tax reliefs or deregulation, all actions are doomed to fail if there are not enough 

qualified professionals available who can take over the work ahead. In this context, one of 

the main challenges are i) to retain one’s own talents and ii) to attract new foreign ones. In 

this regard, nations will be forced to reflect more deeply upon how they are picturing their 

nation brand in terms of hospitality and social security. Clearly, immigration policy is 

highly topical at the moment and a good example for how little governments and nations 

take into account possible effects of their actions on their image abroad – not exclusively 

with regard to the countries they are directly addressing but the international community as 

a whole, too. Hardly anyone is talking about the fact that harsh immigration policy is not 

just affecting the refugee’s impression about a country but also how global talents think of 

the country’s hospitality. In short, why should a young engineer from e.g. Canada actively 

choose to move to country B where the government constantly makes hostile statements 

towards foreigners when there is a country C where the government embraces diversity 

and offers well-functioning integration programmes? The current nationalist radicalisation 
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in the Western world can therefore be seen as a dangerous game with the fire in a 

globalised world where the brightest minds can easily move from country to another. From 

studies in companies, e.g. one of Ashortforth, Sluss and Saks (2007), we already know that 

the level of the employee retainment increases substantially when organisations invest in 

formal socialization combined with the employee’s proactive will to integrate – I expect 

similar mechanisms to be present in the interplay between nation-states and global talents 

with nation branding having a key role. In this context, we also lack a discussion about the 

value of the welfare state as means of retaining domestic talents and attracting high and 

middle income families from abroad. Certainly, young professionals feel often more 

attracted by deregulated economies with low income taxes. However, these opinions can 

change quickly when their lives become more stable. Thus, cities in liberal economies such 

as London have merely turned into transit points where people work for a couple of years 

but rarely settle down. This may in the long-run be challenging for countries if they wish to 

maintain a functioning society e.g. with regard to political participation and voluntary 

work. ‘Visitors’ in a transit country will neither have the resources nor be willing to 

contribute substantially to community life. Another new challenge is the phenomenon of 

multicultural societies in many countries which nation branding will also have to deal with 

in future. Instead of projecting the traditional image of homogenous and ethnic nations, 

national identities will increasingly be under the pressure of transforming into Hybrid 

Identities what consequently will lead to Hybridised Images (Smith, 2001: 127). This 

implies that nations will have to see their minorities – both immigrants and ethnic groups – 

as an asset and incorporate them as part of their nation brand if they want to avoid racial 

tensions and advertise themselves as an open society to an international audience. Hence, 

Anholt (2007) argues that France’s challenges with its minorities are also rooted in the way 

the French society sees and advertises itself: The ‘brand story’ of France (…) is still an old 

story of a white Christian European power. But many French people who are neither white 

nor Christian feel that the national story leaves them out: and of course that causes bitter 

internal resentment as well as impacting on the country’s external reputation” (p. 119). The 

inclusion of minorities offers in fact many fascinating opportunities for nation branding to 

add more ‘spice’ to its brand, particularly if these minorities have distinct and unique 

cultural qualities. Seen in this light, it seems not surprising that the Canadian government 

is eager to improve its relationship with the country’s indigenous First Nations, while 

nation branding in Finland is starting to advertise the culture of its Samish minority as part 

of the Finnish culture. 
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4. Preferences of Political Consumers 

Finally, consumer studies are constantly pointing to the rising phenomenon of Political 

Consumers (Solomon et. al., 2010: 17) who are paying increased attention to e.g. 

sustainable development and are less reluctant to boycott a company. The digital age has in 

this regard completely changed the rules of the game since it allows dissatisfied consumers 

to access interactive platforms of MNCs, such a Facebook pages, and clearly show their 

discontent – often in coordination with other like-minded spirits. These political consumers 

were initially a Western phenomenon but are quickly spreading to developing countries 

where the middle class is steadily growing. In this context, it is not only vital for 

companies to pay more attention to their corporate image and their Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) strategies, they also have to make sure that their government’s 

actions do not violate against fundamental moral principles of the international community. 

In other words, “the growing interest in the ethical and ecological credentials of 

manufacturers and service providers creates a situation where it is ever more critical for 

places to pursue a long-term strategy for building and a managing a positive country-of-

origin effect” (Anholt, 2005c: 120). One should recall that raising awareness and providing 

diversified knowledge about a nation can already lay the foundation for a better prevention 

of image damages since people are less likely to describe nation in a stereotyped manner if 

they are more familiar with them (Druckman, 1994: 51). “The more knowledge other 

nations have about a nation’s existence, the more likely it is that its brands will not be 

affected by the situation” (Gudjonsson, 2005: 288). Due to the existence of political 

consumers it is becoming increasingly important to give up the traditional idea of a Top-

Down Approach where political leaders alone determine how to shape the nation’s brand. 

Instead, decision-makers have to take into account the opinions of an international 

audience that may have other expectations on the nation’s brand (Park, 2009: 79). Heslop 

et al. (2008) describe in their paper the consequences that can arise if countries heedlessly 

interact on the international scene: It deals extensively with the negative effects on 

France’s nation image in Australia after its nuclear testings in the Oceania which led to 

huge boycotts of French products. As shown in the study, it took French producers several 

decades to shed off this negative image: “The recovery of French products seems to be 

based on improvements in evaluations of the character of the country and people. 

Moreover, these country-people character evaluations play a much stronger relative role in 

product evaluations after the crisis than before” (Heslop et. al, 2008: 372). One can 

conclude that if the rise of the political consumer continues, corporates will evenly increase 
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their pressure on nations to avoid international scandals. The more a corporate brand relies 

on the nation brand of its place of origin, the more vital it will become of these companies 

to make sure that governmental actions do not affect their business. Ultimately, it requires 

us to rethink the concepts of sustainability and social responsibility. “More people in more 

and more countries feel unable to admire or respect countries or governments that pollute 

the planet, practise or permit corruption, trample human rights or flout the rule of law: in 

other words, it’s the same audience, starting to apply the same standards to countries as 

they apply to companies” (Anholt, 2010: 70). 

To sum up, there are several arguments that demonstrate why politics has to abandon the 

idea of power politics in international politics: On the one hand, the political wish to install 

international norms and on the other hand the potential economic benefits from a positive 

nation brand in terms of competitive advantages on global markets, attraction of 

investments, global talents and the avoidance of altruistic punishment. Consequently, 

“contemporary brands succeed by getting close to the dreams of their audiences. They 

promise a better world, and they strive to deliver one” (Van Ham, 2002: 251). This has 

huge implications for the management of nation brands because it means nation branding 

is not about gaining short-term benefits by exploiting a nation’s image but about achieving 

sustained competitive advantages due to cooperative and fair behaviour in the international 

community. Angell & Mordhorst (2015: 191) have labelled this concept as Extended Self-

Interest. Thus, if nation branding wants to be successful, politics has to become more 

outward looking. In this context, politicians have to realise that they do not solely represent 

the interests of their nation but also function as key Brand Ambassadors whose actions and 

statements can have a considerable impact on the nation’s brand. Eventually, their politics 

can on a long-term basis determine whether their national companies will be able to gain 

competitive advantages from the nation brand or not. This has therefore encouraged me to 

develop the term of Sustainable Politics in the process of writing this thesis. It is surprising 

that, to my knowledge, no one has ever really theorised about this before while everything 

in business studies is talking about CSR practices today. Particularly, it seems odd when 

considering the fact that the political discussion has become more pluralist in a sense that 

has become impossible today to categorise citizen according to a simple left-right 

paradigm. Both foreign and domestic politics is moving away from Ideological Politics 

towards Identity Politics where people have a more complex web of multiple identities 

than just being a conservative middle-class family father and bank clerk.  
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The advent of the political consumer has also made people more confident about their 

economic influence and power. Thereby, I want to emphasise that my idea of sustainable 

politics goes beyond the discussion in public diplomacy which sees it as part of soft 

politics in foreign policy in order to e.g. promote and ensure peace (Fan, 2006: 12). Neither 

do I fully agree with Anholt’s (2010) concept of Governmental Social Responsibility which 

claims that foreigners admire Good Countries who contribute to the Common Good of the 

international community e.g. by combating climate change. He created the Good Country 

Index which is an interesting alternative to GDP growth rates in terms of how a country is 

performing globally. However, in my opinion Anholt’s argumentation is somewhat 

problematic since it is rather based on ideational concepts – meaning that nations have to 

contribute to a greater good in order to avoid altruistic punishment from other countries. 

Anholt is very much focused on long-term strategies, a generally positive way to see 

things; however, politics is result-orientated due to legislative periods of solely 4-5 years 

and limited number of candidacies that create few incentives to follow long-term goals. 

Anholt also neglects the ‘hard’ economic and short-term opportunities as mentioned 

before. Moreover, as political scientist, he does not take into consideration that nations 

might not solely pressured by other nations and their consumers to adapt to a more 

cooperative style of doing business but also by Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), 

IOs, interest groups and particularly the business world. We have in this context to 

abandon Max Weber’s traditional concept that nation-states have a monopoly of coercive 

power but should keep in mind that privatisation has also shifted decision-making and 

authority to greater degree from states to private capital (Rose, 2010: 255). At the same, 

the advent of the political consumer has given interest groups and NGOs considerably 

more power in both the political and business world. All in all, one can identify an 

identical trend towards sustainable goals in the whole triangular of a nation – meaning 

society, politics and business – with a high degree of mutual influence. 

With regard to the decreasing enthusiasm for US culture and products (Anholt, 2005a), the 

USA is an adequate example of a country which orientated its political actions in the last 

few decades rather towards Unilateral Politics and whose nation brand, as a consequence, 

suffered heavily from it. A survey of Harris Interactive and Wall Street Journal in this 

context found out that 69 % of foreign respondents “graded corporate America’s reputation 

as either ‘not good’ or ‘terrible’” (Solomon et. al., 2010: 338). Particularly, the US’ 

unilateral entry into war with Iraq did not solely deteriorate its brand in the Arabic world 
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but also alienate various European societies, most notably in France and Germany where 

Anti-Americanisation experienced a tremendous upswing during the past few years. In 

contrast, Neuroscience is supportive of the idea of Mutual Cooperation which test subjects 

e.g. clearly prefer in the canonical prisoner’s dilemma even though “unilateral defection 

leads to a higher economic payoff” (Fehr & Camerer: 2007: 4). All in all, it shapes the idea 

that the lacking ability of governments to put themselves in the shoes of other nations can 

easily lead to situations where their unilateral politics do not solely negatively affect the 

diplomatic ties with the one specific nation but alienates numerous other nations – even 

close allies, too . 

Finally, how should one manage sustainable business? On what principles is it built? In 

order to illustrate the different areas, I have created 16 Maxims for sustainable politics. 

These maxims are connected to the influential factors that I have introduced earlier and 

below one can find a graphic that tries to map my ideas (Figure 3). 

In total, there are 16 Maxims: 

 Geography: Respect for nature and Consciousness about global challenges e.g. 

climate change or wars. 

 Economy: Openness in terms of e.g. free trade and capital flow and Credibility 

trough e.g. responsible fiscal and monetary policy. 

 Business: Responsibility and Opportunity through e.g. reasonable regulations (e.g. 

competition policy), support of entrepreneurs and proactive nation branding. 

 Politics: Democracy with high citizen participation and Equality in terms of both 

equal opportunities and equal citizen rights. 

 Law: Fairness in the absence of corruption and Reliability in terms of legal 

certainty for both foreigners and nationals. 

 Society: Creativity and Innovativeness through a sophisticated educational system 

and rich cultural life. Uniqueness by supporting the country’s cultural elements, 

e.g. language, arts and music, in order to stand out from the global mainstream. 

 Media: Independence in terms of freedom of expression and Integrity of 

investigative journalism. 

 Personal Experience: Hospitality towards foreigners and Solidarity with countries 

in need. 
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Figure 3: 16 Maxims of Sustainable Business (Own Illustration) 
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In order to achieve these Maxims, sustainable politics has to follow two guidelines in 

coherence with the guidelines of nation branding, as outlined in the theory part. 

1. Honesty 

Establishing a sustainable nation brand calls for a honest and genuine implementation of 

policies which are aimed at improving the country’s reputation. The danger of retaliation is 

simply too high when countries try to feign illusions of change. “If the country does not 

live up to its promises, word-of-mouth attacks may become an insurmountable enemy to be 

battled with in years to come; even worse, the state may lose its credibility and damage its 

reputation” (Park, 2009: 80). Again, Altruistic punishment certainly plays a role here since 

humans punish liars in the same way as they do free-riders and fraudsters. Both Spain and 

Ireland, even though not perfect countries, have succeeded in upgrading their nation brands 

to one of the top ones in Europe relative to their size. Particularly in Spain’s case, its image 

change was accompanied with several substantial societal changes that modernised the 

country from the ground up (Fan, 2006: 11). In Ireland, the recent legalisation of same-sex 

marriages has been one of attempts to overcome its images as being Europe’s last 

conservative and Catholic stronghold. “If a country wants to be admired, it must also be 

relevant, and in order to become relevant, it must participate usefully, productively and 

imaginatively in the global ‘conversations’ on the topics that matter to people elsewhere 

and everywhere” (Anholt, 2010: 69). However, this does not mean that nations should cast 

themselves heedlessly in international conflicts but contribute with well-grounded 

solutions that will truly enhance its reputation abroad.  

2. Authenticity 

As mentioned repeatedly before, it is important to follow an authentic strategy that actually 

reflects the strengths of the nation’s identity. Britain’s Cool Britannia campaign has in this 

context been an adequate example for how nation branding can fail if it’s not coherently 

tailored to the nation’s profile. Surely, sustainable politics forces countries to rethink their 

actions and overcome old habits. However, countries are typically equipped with historic 

prepositions that allow them to achieve certain maxims of sustainable politics faster than 

others. It is utopic to believe that a nation will overnight be able to have a leading role for 

all maxims. Thus, The Economist (1997) assessed Britain’s campaign as follows: ‘‘Unless 

the government can concoct a new image that accurately reflects the best of modern 

Britain, its rebranding campaign will achieve little more than lining the pockets of the 

advertising and public relations industry’’.  
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Furthermore, sustainable politics is also vital for countries because bad reputation easily 

turn into a vicious circle and create a Stigma by Association (Sutton & Douglas, 2013: 

141). We can currently see such tendencies with Russia which has been widely avoided 

and neglected by consumers, tourists and politicians since the Ukraine crisis. In this 

context, it would be interesting to see a research paper about how Russia’s economy and 

brand has suffered from the recent political tensions with the Western world. A genuine 

challenge is that massive criticism of a nation’s behaviour makes the international audience 

also relatively blind for positive aspects. Accordingly, Anholt (2005b: 224) has pointed out 

that the US’ negative brand image abroad has encouraged foreigners to evaluate many of 

its humanitarian interventions as purely narcissist or simply neglect them “while less 

substantial efforts from a ‘popular’ country like Sweden or Canada are praised to the skies” 

(p. 224). This underlines the Self-Enforcing Power of sustainable politics – from consumer 

behaviour we know that they will seek more information about nations they like and media 

will be more likely to draw an overall positive picture of the nation. In contrast, unilateral 

and, hence, unsustainable politics can easily develop a life of their own, “becoming for as 

long as it lasts almost as strong as the country’s image; certainly capable of ‘bringing 

down’ a country’s good name altogether if it persists for long enough and generates 

enough of a storm” (Anholt, 2009: 174).  

7. Future Research Perspectives 

“Though leaves are many, the root is one.”  

– William Butler Yeats; Irish Poet and Politician
41

 

Although, the discussion part has already touched upon a few recommendations about how 

future studies could further investigate and develop the hypothesis of this paper, I want to 

give some new perspectives on the subject that are within the field of nation branding but 

less centred around the core issues in this paper. The aim is to open the reader’s eyes for 

the full range of unexplored opportunities in nation branding and to broaden the academic 

horizon of this thesis. Thus, I will present ideas for new independent projects that may be 

set in context of my project but not necessarily have to be. At the same time, it gives me an 

orientation for how I could continue my work in this field during my professional life. 
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1. Is nation branding primarily a B2C phenomenon? 

In business studies, there is traditionally a clear distinction made between Business-to-

Consumer (B2C) and Business-to-Business (B2B) activities. This is justified on the ground 

that Consumers try to maximise their own utilities, while business representatives operate 

in the interest of an organisation and are, thus, supposed to be more objective. As seen 

from neuroscience, humans do repeatedly not behave as rationally as we might assume. 

Business studies have in this regard a too optimistic view of the mental capabilities of 

business people and engineers. As laid out in the neuroscience section, human thinking is 

heavily determined by the collision and interaction of System 1 and System 2 where 

emotions, priming and unconscious mechanisms such as altruistic punishment are of 

uttermost importance. These neurological mechanisms are either inherent or socially 

constructed in every human being and, thus, it seems presumptuous to believe that 

‘Industrial players’ are free of them which would make them more ‘rational’ than ordinary 

people. Hence, I regard nation branding to be of equal importance in B2B activities such as 

investment decisions or business negotiations than B2C business which had been the focal 

point for this paper. As discussed before, certain studies indicate that nation images greatly 

influence the final decision when a company is choosing between different locations for a 

Greenfield investment abroad. The findings of Verlegh & Steenkamp (1999) have already 

suggested that industrial buyers and consumers are equally affected by nation brands. 

However, more recent and ideally neuroscientific material would be necessary to underpin 

this hypothesis. If, against all odds, it turns out that B2C and B2B nation branding are 

significantly different, one would need to formulate new strategy approaches for B2B 

nation branding. 

 

2. Nation branding and small countries – A golden era for small and middle powers? 

In retrospect, there are indications that small and medium sized countries are doing 

relatively better in nation branding than bigger countries. This is certainly rooted in the fact 

that smaller countries are economically more dependent on healthy relations with the outer 

world and have limited possibilities to enforce unilateral policies than world powers. When 

one follows my assumption that sustainable politics will gain in importance in the near 

future, smaller countries, e.g. the Nordic countries, Singapore or the Netherlands, would 

find themselves in the comfortable position of being ahead of bigger countries and, hence, 

being able to better reap the fruits from nation branding. In fact, many of these mentioned 

small countries are already known as proactive supporters of sustainable development, 
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human rights and the artistic/cultural development in the world. In addition, they are 

widely recognised as effective mediators between conflicting parties in international crises. 

In contrast, the world’s leading powers, e.g. USA, Russia or China, are confronted with 

increased reputation and image losses that significantly affect their nation brand – a 

phenomenon that MNCs are similarly confronted with in the business world. Particularly 

‘Brand America’ has considerably lost in popularity since the 70s, as mentioned before. 

While the time between the 60’s and 80’s was marked by the concept of ‘Realism’ that 

favours world powers and their image of superiority by using intimidation and hard 

powers, our world today is rather seeking for cautious and cooperative powers which 

follow the rules of constructivism and sustainable development. Further research in 

political and economic theory is required to confirm that a pure pragmatic way of doing 

politics actually harms the image of countries persistently – the possibilities of doing 

research in this subfield are vast and may include both empirical and theoretical analyses. 

In this context, one should also discuss to what extent the GDP growth rate is a sufficient 

indicator for measuring the success of a country. 

3. Local and Regional Branding – Where are we going? 

Linked to the topic of nation branding and small countries is also the topic of regional 

branding. Even though leading small countries with positive images may have an 

advantage in competing with bigger super powers, many of them are at the same time 

struggling with actually reaching out to the international audience and receiving its 

attention. A dilemma in nation branding that one could label as Liability of Being Small. 

Park (2009) gives in his article an extensive description of the challenges Lithuania 

experienced when it tried to advertise its new and modern Post-Soviet face to foreign 

investors. In his paper, Parker also points out that small countries have restricted financial 

and human resources which puts them in a worse position when competing with bigger 

countries. Thus, Park (2009) comes to the conclusion: “Marketing a country to the world, 

especially if that country is small, has no natural resources and is in an inconsequential 

geopolitical position in international politics, is an extremely challenging enterprise” (p. 

68). Nation branding has repeatedly indicated that Regional Branding may help to find a 

way out of this dilemma. By Region, I mean a distinct part of a continent consisting of 

several culturally, linguistically and/or historically linked countries, e.g. the Baltics or the 

Mediterraneans. Andersson & Paajanen (2012) give excellent impulses with their analysis 

of the Baltic Metropoles Network (BaltMet) which aimed at creating a common regional 
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brand for all cities and countries located around the Baltic Sea. The example shows that 

regional brands are able to overcome the Liability of Being Small by pooling resources in 

order to obtain Synergy Effects and Economies of Scale with regard to branding campaigns 

(Andersson & Paajanen, 2012: 58). However, they also identified certain obstacles: “Lack 

of a decision-making authority and unity of purpose, alongside the lack of a common 

history and linguistic, political and cultural differences, put an obstacle to region branding” 

(Andersson & Paajanen, 2012: 57). With respect to bigger countries, Local Branding plays 

a major role. Particularly, federal nation-states such as Germany or the USA typically have 

distinct locations and federalist states that may be on pair with or even overshadow the 

nation’s brand. Particularly, the United Kingdom will have to look more closely at this 

phenomenon with London as powerful location and Scotland as highly distinct part of the 

UK. This study has partly touched upon the phenomenon since the Italian products were 

not solely connected to the Italian brand but also equally associated with their geographical 

location, such as the city of Parma or the administrative region of Lombardy. As evident in 

the study of the paper, it may often be fairly challenging to define whether a product is 

more relying on its nation or local brand. Again, the main obstacle is that nation branding 

is relatively poorly researched and no scientist has so far come with comprehensive and 

coherent definitions of these different terms. Thus, I urge researchers to first consolidate 

the field of nation branding by establishing widely acknowledged definitions in order to 

avoid further confusion and lack of clarity of this academic field. 

4. Supra-National Brands and the European Brand – An untapped potential? 

In our globalised and converging world, Supra-National Brands seem to be of uttermost 

importance for both small and big countries and may take up substantial parts of the 

discussion about nation branding in the coming years and decades. Though, more analyses 

are clearly needed with respect to the fairly deviating natures of regional and supra-

national blocs. For instance, ASEAN in South East Asia differs in its objectives and formal 

structure substantially from e.g. the Latin-American MERCOSUR or the EU. However, 

there are common themes identifiable, too. Since this paper has a strong European focus 

and since the EU is arguably the most advanced form of a supra-national organisation, I 

want to briefly discuss the challenges and opportunities that lie ahead of managing the 

European Brand. Theoretically, one would expect the European Brand to have a huge 

competitive advantage in comparison to all other continents and political ‘blocs’. Its 

cultural diversity and rich cultural heritage is unique and with regard to Anholt’s nation 



Alexander Kellerer  M.Sc. International Business and Politics 

 
 75 

brand index are more than half of the top 20 nation brands actually located within the EU 

(Anholt, 2007: 115). The brands of countries such as France, Germany or the UK are alone 

strong enough to compete successfully in the global arena. Merged together with the 

brands of Sweden, the Netherlands etc., they may clearly be able to form the global leader 

of nation branding. However, in reality the European spirit is poorly communicated – both 

internally and externally – and severely lacks leadership. In my opinion, this has partially 

led to the latent new polarised and inward looking nationalism in Europe. “Over the past 

decade, Europe has sold itself short” (Van Ham, 2005: 122). Recalling my first theoretical 

section about national identity and nation building, the EU failed in my view to create a 

common identity under the umbrella of the European Brand. More specifically, it has not 

achieved the feeling of a Common Fate and built common values across the European 

population which could have served as a strong ‘identifying imprint’ for keeping the union 

together. Consequently, this would have ensured the EU to stand more firm in the face of 

occasional political differences of member states. Particularly, I believe that the EU is 

currently being challenged by its mistake of not having worked on a united group identity 

for the European low and middle class. In contrast, nation building movements in the 19
th

 

century were in the majority of cases characterised by an integration of all social classes, as 

e.g. evident in the Gaelic Revival in Ireland. Eventually, this has allowed these movements 

to spread their ideas to all homes across the country and to succeed in their quest to 

promote sovereign nation-states. However, I do not take the position that the EU is an 

elitist and undemocratic organisation that has not improved the life of the ordinary 

European – it is the mere image they have received due to a lack of communications and 

engagement from the EU’s side. In a Postmodern-Postindustrial age, it is simply not 

enough to use peacekeeping as the sole reason d'être for a European project. Who does 

sincerely believe that Europe’s youth would want to take up arms against each other again? 

To me, it seems surprising how little the EU is communicating the fact that is has turned 

Europe into the continent with the most advanced, even though not perfect, environmental 

laws in the world. Furthermore, standardisations in terms of technology, services and 

formalities have abolished numerous of previously insurmountable Non-Tariff Barriers. 

Do not forget: With competition policy as one of its core competencies, the EU is 

ultimately a normative body that punishes deceptive behaviour on the market – an idea that 

is in line with Altruistic Behaviour. Thus: “For Europe, the biggest threat is its own lack of 

confidence, which is reflected in its modest international prestige” (Van Ham, 2005: 122). 

The latter also heavily impedes its scope of action for influencing world politics and 
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business: “Informal research suggests that many people in other parts of the world simply 

take ‘The European Union’ to be an official name for the continent of Europe” (Anholt, 

2007: 116). So what can the EU do? In the view of the paper, Diversity and Sustainability 

should be the keywords for its future branding strategy. Looking at the overall performance 

of European countries in terms of Sustainable Politics, there has been considerable 

progress in many areas compared to the rest of the world. Not only with respect to 

environment have European countries seemed to be more conscious to global challenges 

but also in terms of humanitarian aid as well as affordable education and health. Moreover, 

standardisation and compliance requirements have forced other non-EU countries to shift 

their unsustainable production methods when they wish to export to the EU. By better 

emphasising its role as main promoter of sustainable development, the EU could 

substantially distinguish its supra-national brand from others. Furthermore: “The EU 

should shamelessly exploit its multicultural diversity” (Van Ham, 2005: 125). The 

European continent is one of the smallest with a huge variety of languages, different 

landscapes and individual economic specialisations. The EU lacks a holistic approach 

where all these diverse characteristics are advertised as a unique source of opportunities 

not one of division. All in all, research has so far insufficiently worked on a reform of the 

European brand based on its slogan ‘unity in diversity’ (Aveline, 2006: 337).  

8. Conclusion 

“It ought to be remembered that there is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous 

to conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in the introduction of a new 

order of things.”  

– Niccolò Machiavelli; Italian Philosopher and Diplomat.
42 

Throughout the paper, I have touched upon a broad variety of issues that illustrate the 

importance of nation branding. Social Constructivism in its different forms has served as a 

red thread to keep the different parts in the paper closely together. First, I have shown why 

humans form groups and nations and how they use national symbols as common reference 

point as well as a mean for the enforcement of the national idea. The second main insight 

has been that humans do not only emotionally affiliate with their own nation but other 

nations as well. Since nation branding aims at proactively directing nation images abroad 

into a positive direction, these images have been the main concern for this paper. As we 

                                                 
42

 Machiavelli, N. (2010) The Prince. Campbell: FastPencil Inc. 



Alexander Kellerer  M.Sc. International Business and Politics 

 
 77 

have seen, this is not an easy task and many principles have to be respected in order to be 

successful. Thirdly, processes in the consumer’s brain have been described arising when 

he/she is confronted with nation brands and national symbols. This has been achieved by 

incorporating neuroscientific findings as essential part of this paper. For the study, I have 

decided to compare the purchasing behaviour of a biased consumer group with an 

unadulterated group. A video clip displaying national symbols and cultural references has 

served as priming cue for this study. Indeed, my results suggest that there are differences 

observable between the biased group and control group and, consequently, underpin the 

hypothesis of my paper. The main limitation of the study has presumably been its 

relatively small sample size caused by time and financial constraints. In the discussion 

section, I have proposed recommendations how one could improve the study as well as 

include more neuroscientific methods in the research design.  

Apart from analysing the effect of nation brands on purchasing behaviour, it has been my 

intention to sensitise business, politics and academic research to the current discussion in 

nation brand management that “it is no longer a question of ‘to brand or not to brand ’for a 

state’s government, but rather a decision of doing the branding or going ‘bust’ (Park, 2009: 

68). By pointing out that traditional economic and political theory largely neglects 

Altruistic Punishment of free-riders as substantial part of human behaviour, I have come to 

the conclusion that successful nation branding requires a more outward looking approach 

on doing politics. From these considerations arose the idea of Sustainable Politics as new 

orientation and theorem for nation branding. Only if countries stand up for fundamental 

elements of fair and sustainable coexistence, they can expect to be respected bythe 

international community of nations. As discussed in the paper, having a good image will 

increasingly turn into a decisive precondition in order to ensure growth in our new 

intertwined world. “In today’s globalised world ‘[…] every country (and even city and 

region too) must compete with every other place for its share of the world’s consumers, 

tourists, investors, and for the attention and respect of the international media, of other 

governments, and the people of other countries’” (Park, 2009: 81). 

Certainly, one may also ask whether the role of nations and their brands will ultimately 

vanish in a world that is rapidly converging. Although there seems to be a new wave of 

nationalism in the Western world, triggered by increased immigration and welfare gaps, it 

is undeniable that the ‘real movement of history’ has clearly been towards more 

cooperation and integration, not less (Smith, 2001: 122): Already during the Stone Age, 
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humans started to organise themselves in greater family units, followed by the creation of 

Pre-Ancient tribes, the first ‘civilised’ city-states of the Greeks, the feudal states of the 

Middle Ages and finally reaching its temporary climax with the empires and nation states 

of the 18
th

 and 19
th

 century. Today the emergence of continental blocs is not just a theory 

but reality. Seen from this perspective, the current return of nationalism seems to be a 

temporary backslide that will eventually not stem the tide. Hence, I do not reject the idea 

that nation branding might at some future point become obsolete in case human society 

eventually develops towards world citizenship instead of a national one. Nonetheless, one 

can just match, move by move, by following the slow rhythm of social development. To 

me, it seems therefore naïve to believe that human society will easily form a supranational 

or even global entity without a substantial period of transition. Moreover, I am critical 

towards the idea that humans will abandon their languages, cultures, customs and obey to a 

world government. As I see it, a new order of integration will develop organically and in 

the end be constructed in a way that is inconceivable for us today. Hardly anyone could 

have imagined how a European solution could look like 200 years ago. Nation branding 

could in this upcoming transition from the age of nationalism to the age of globalisation 

assume an essential responsibility: “The state, in short, will have to become the State®” 

(van Ham, 2001: 6). 

In conclusion, it is my hope that nationalism will eventually attenuate its emphasis on 

common ancestry and territory but rather encourage nations to present common values and 

societal achievements with one voice to the rest of the international community. In the end, 

this may help to establish a fruitful dialogue between countries where the emphasis is less 

on competing against each other for resources but on finding a common solution.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Group 1 (Biased Group) 

Test Subject Nationality Age Gender Profession Vegetarian / 
Vegan? 

Subject #1 French 25 Female Y. P. N 

Subject #3 French 25 Male S. N 

Subject #18 French 26 Female S. N 

Subject #19 French 26 Male Y.P. N 

Subject #20 French 25 Female Y.P. N 

Subject #12 German 28 Female Y.P. N 

Subject #26 German 29 Female Y.P. N 

Subject #28 German 21 Female Y.P. Y 

Subject #13 Spanish 24 Male Y.P. N 

Subject #14 Spanish 24 Male Y.P. N 

Subject #21 Irish 32 Male Y.P. N 

Subject #4 Dutch/Hungarian 24 Female S. N 

Subject #29 Danish 24 Female S. N 

Subject #9 Norwegian 23 Female Y.P. Y 

Subject #8 Swiss 25 Male Y.P. N 

Mean / 
Distribution 

- 25 F: 9 / M: 6 S.: 4 / Y.P.: 11 N: 13 Y: 2 

S.: Student; Y.P.: Young Professional 

Appendix B: Group 2 (Control Group) 

Test Subject Nationality Age Gender Profession Vegetarian / 
Vegan? 

Subject #2 French 24 Female S. N 

Subject #11 French 25 Male S. N 

Subject #15 French 27 Male Y.P. N 

Subject #17 French 24 Female S. N 

Subject #25 French 22 Male Y.P. N 

Subject #10 German 24 Female S. Y 

Subject #22 German/Colombian 25 Female S. Y 

Subject #5 Portuguese/German 20 Female S. N 

Subject #7 Spanish 26 Male Y.P. N 

Subject #16 Irish 24 Female Y.P. N 

Subject #27 Irish 20 Male S. N 

Subject #23 Dutch 24 Female S. N 

Subject #30 Danish 26 Male S. Y 

Subject #6 Norwegian 24 Female Y.P. N 

Subject #24 Norwegian 26 Male S. N 

Average / 
Total 

- 24 F: 8 / M: 7 S.: 10 / Y.P.: 5 N: 12 Y: 3 

S.: Student; Y.P.: Young Professional 
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Appendix C: Questionnaire 

 

Thesis Student Questionnaire 
 

 

This questionnaire is part of my Master’s Thesis for the programme ‘International Business and 

Politics’ at Copenhagen Business School, Denmark. 

 

The study is an effort to gather data about consumer behaviour, brand management and social 

psychology that will be help to gain new insights into this field. 

 

Your individual answers will not be shared with your employer, your faculty or administrators of 

your programme. Any data, including nationality and gender, that is not currently available to the 

public will only be used in aggregated form that cannot be used to discern the identity of any survey 

participant in any report or presentation concerning the survey. In the case of questions with an open-

ended response, comments will be reported only in an anonymous form that does not disclose the 

identity of the respondent. 

 

Your participation is voluntary. You may refuse to answer any question or discontinue 

participation at any point. There is no personal risk to you in responding to this questionnaire since 

your identity will be known only to the conductor of the test as well as his supervisor and the censor 

if necessary. No information concerning respondents will be given to your university/employer. If 

you have any questions related to the study or this questionnaire, please send an email to 

AlexanderKellerer@gmx.de 

 

 

Please tick here to indicate your informed consent to participate in this study  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Subject #_____
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Part A.  General Information 

 

The questions in this section are designed to collect general information about your persona, including 

your name, age and profession. 

 

A1. Please state your first name and surname (you may also include middle names) 

 

   

  _________________________________________ 
 

 

A2. Please state your age 

 

   _________________________________________ 

 

A3. Please state your gender 

   

 Male  Female   Transgender  Do not wish to answer this question  

 
 

A4. What nationality do you have? 
 

Irish  Other   ________________________     Stateless  

 
A5a. Are you a student (currently enrolled at a university)? 

 

  Yes      No, young professional (continue with A6)        
 

A5b. If you are a student: What university do you study at? 

 

            UCD          Trinity     DCU          Griffith College              Other  

 

A5c. If you’re a student: In what programme are you currently enrolled? 

 

  

  _________________________________________ 

 

 
A6. Except your native language / English: Do you speak any other European at an at least 

intermediate level? 
 

 Yes, I am bilingual                Yes            No     
 

 
A7. Are you a vegetarian? 
 

 Yes               No            Other (e.g. vegan)     
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Part B:  Education and knowledge 
 

The questions in this section are designed to collect information on your general education and your 

interests. 

 

B1. Please answer the following questions about your education and your academic 

background: 

 

 Yes No Not Yet 

I. Did you ever have a course about the EU institutions? ......................     

II. Did you go on exchange during your time at school / university?......     

III. Have you ever been board member in a student society? ...................     

IV. Did you ever go abroad on a study trip with your school / study 

programme? ........................................................................................     

 

B2. On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 means you strongly disagree and 5 means you highly agree, 

how would you rate the following statements: 

 

  

 

B3a. Have you ever seen one of these two labels before?   

 

 

   Yes                        No (continue with B4) 

   

 

 

 

B3b. If yes: Are you roughly familiar with the meaning of at least 

one of them?  

 

 

 

              Yes                        No 

 

 

 

B4. Have you ever seen this green symbol before? 

 

   

   Yes                        No 

 

 Mark one for each category 

 Totally 

agree  Neutral  

Totally 

disagree 

 5 4 3 2 1 

I. I am interested in culture (e.g. literature) ...       

II. I am interested in politics ...........................       

III. I am interested in sports (e.g. football) ......       

IV. I regularly vote in national elections ..........       

V. I regularly vote in EU parliament elections       
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Part C:  International Experience 

 

The questions in this section are designed to collect information on your experiences abroad. 

 

C1. International experience. Have you: 

 Mark Yes or No for 

each 

 
Yes No 

I. Ever travelled around Europe (e.g. InterRail, road trip etc.)? ....    

II. Ever spent your holidays in a southern European country 

(e.g. Spain, Greece, Italy etc.)? ...................................................    

III. Ever lived (at least 5 months) in a southern European 

country (e.g. Spain, Greece, Italy etc.)? ......................................    

IV.   Ever spent your holidays in an eastern European country 

(e.g. Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic etc.)? .............................    

V.   ever lived (at least 5 months) in an eastern European country 

(e.g. Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic etc.)? .............................    

VI.   Ever lived (at least 5 months) outside of Europe? ......................    

VII.  Ever lived (at least 5 months) in the 

US?.....................................   

VIII. Ever experienced severe discrimination abroad based on 

your gender, age, religion, race etc.? ........................................    

 

 

C2. Do you feel more uncomfortable when being part of an international group where no 

other fellow countrymen are present (e.g. due to language difficulties, culture etc.)? 
 

Yes,  

very much  

Neutral 

Neither  

No,  

at all 

5 4 3 2 1 

     

 

 

 

C3. On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 is low and 5 is high, how supportive are you of: 

 

 Mark one for each category 

 Highly 

Supportive 

(member)  

Neutral 

Neither  

Not  

supportive 

 5 4 3 2 1 

I. Political parties?........................................       

II. Environmental NGO’s (e.g. WWF, 

Greenpeace)? ............................................       

III. Human Rights NGO’s (e.g. Amnesty 

International)? ...........................................       

  IV. UNICEF 

(UN)?........................................      

  V. Local 

Charities?.......................................      
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Part D:  Consumer Behaviour and Identity 

 

The questions in this section are designed to collect information on your habits with regard to 

shopping and how you see yourself and others. 

 

D1. On average, how often do you buy food in the supermarket every week? 
 

 1 to 2 times                3 times            more than 4 times     
 

 

D2.  Please rate the following statements: 
 

 Mark one for each category 

 Yes, very 

much 

Yes, 

a bit Neutral 

Not 

really 

Not at 

all 

Don’t 

Know 

I. Are you paying attention to whether food 

products are environmentally friendly?....       

II. Are you paying attention to whether food 

products are healthy? .........................        

III. Are you paying attention to whether food 

products are fair trade? ......................        

IV. Are you paying attention to the place of 

origin of food products? ....................        

 

 

D3.  Please rate the following statements: 
 

 Mark one for each category 

 Yes, very 

much 

Yes, 

a bit Neutral 

Not 

really 

Not at 

all 

Don’t 

Know 

I. Do you feel proud of other nations? ..        

II. Do you support your local or national 

sports team (e.g. in football)? ............        

III. Do you feel European? ......................        

IV. Should your nation play a greater role in 

the world? ..........................................        

V. Should other nations play a greater role 

in the world? .....................................        

VI. Are you interested in national history?

...........................................................        

VII. Do you feel that you belong to an ethnic 

group? ...............................................        

VIII. Are you interested in the history of other 

nations? ...........................................        

IX. Do you morally support the independence 

struggles of at least one of these nations: 

Palestine, Catalan, Scotland? ............        

 

 

Thank you for your time!  

 
 



Alexander Kellerer  M.Sc. International Business and Politics 

 

 89  

Appendix D: Product Categories, Prices and Labels 

  Product B  Product A 

  Food 
Category 

Product Name /  
Retailer 

Place of 
Origin 

Label 
Type 

Price 
in € 

Product Name /  
Retailer 

Place of 
Origin 

Label 
Type 

Adjusted 
Price 

It
al

ia
n

 P
ro

d
u

ct
s 

Category #1 Dry-Cured 
Ham 

Italian Prosciutto 
Lidl 

EU / DE MI 
1.70 

Prosciutto di Parma 
Aldi 

IT PGI 
2.33 

Category #2 Semi-Soft 
Cheese 

Mozzarella 
Aldi 

EU / DE - 
0.59 

Mozzarella di Bufala Campana 
Fresh 

IT PGI 
0.81 

Category #3 Olive Oil Cooking Olive Oil 
Tesco 

EU - 
2.19 

Puglian Extra Virgin Olive Oil 
Terra di Bari Castel del Monte 
Aldi 

IT PGI 
3.00 

Category #4 Blue Cheese Mature Tipperary Blue 
Lidl 

IE MI 
2.39 

Gorgonzola Piccante 
Fresh 

IT PGI 
3.27 

Category #5 Granular 
Cheese 

Grana Padano 
Lidl 

IT PGI 
2.99 

Parmigiano Reggiano 
Lidl 

IT PGI 
3.80 

 Category #6 Cured 
White 
Cheese 

Salad Cheese Greek Style 
Lidl 

EU / DK - 
1.03 

Greek Feta 
Lidl 

GR PGI 
1.41 

Category #7 Blue-White 
Cheese 

Bavarian Mini Brie 
Aldi 

DE MI 
0.93 

Danish Blue 
Fresh 

DK POD 
1.27 

Category #8 White Wine McGuigan Sauvignon Blanc 
Tesco 

AU MI 
8.50 

Famille Castel Sauvignon Blanc 
Tesco 

FR MI 
11.60 

Category #9 Salami French Style Salami 
Aldi 

EU / DE - 
1.25 

German Salami 
Lidl 

DE MI 
1.71 

Category #10 Cooked 
Ham 

Baked Ham 
Aldi 

EU / DE MI 
1.29 

Irish Ham 
Tesco 

DE MI 
1.77 

Category #11 Thick Yogurt Liberté Thick Yoghurt 
Tesco 

FR - 
1.00 

Icelandic Skyr 
Tesco 

IS MI 
1.66 

Category #12 Milk Light Milk 
Tesco 

IE MI 
0.75 

Organic Low Fat Irish Milk 
Tesco 

IE MI 
1.00 

Category #13 Hard 
Cheese 

Edam 
Tesco 

NL MI 
1.39 

Edam 
Aldi 

NL MI 
1.39 

Category #14 Pork 
Sausage 

Spanish Chorizo 
Aldi 

ES MI 
1.99 

Spanish Chorizo 
Tesco 

ES MI 
3.07 
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Appendix E: Product Category #1 (Left side: Product A; Right Side: Product B) 
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Appendix F: Product Category #2 (Left side: Product A; Right Side: Product B) 
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Appendix G: Product Category #3 (Left side: Product A; Right Side: Product B) 
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Appendix H: Product Category #4 (Left side: Product A; Right Side: Product B) 
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Appendix I: Product Category #5 (Left side: Product A; Right Side: Product B) 
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Appendix J: Product Category #12 (Left side: Product A; Right Side: Product B) 
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Appendix K: Product Category #13 (Left side: Product A; Right Side: Product B) 
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Appendix L: Product Category #14 (Left side: Product A; Right Side: Product B) 
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Appendix M: Determination of Harmonised Profit Margin for Product A 

Product Category Price in € 
Product A (Italian) 

Price in € 
Product B 
(Non-Italian) 

Profession 

Vinegar 3.69 3.29  

Tomato Pesto 1.80 1.39  

Peeled Plum Tomatoes 1.00 0.39  

Cooked Ham 2.50 1.29  

White Wine (Pino Grigio) 9.00 8.00  

Pasta 1.50 0.69  

Salami 1.49 1.79  

Dry-cured Ham 1.89 1.89  

Cream Cheese 3.49 2.99  

Blue Cheese 3.69 2.79  

Semi-Soft Cheese 2.50 0.59  

Total 32.55 20.66 37% 
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Appendix N: Results of Questionnaire (Group 1) 

Test 
Subject 

Nationality Question  
B3a 

Question 
B3b 

Questio
n 4 

Question 
C1ii 

Question 
D2i 

Question 
D2iv 

Subject #1 French N - Y Y 4 5 

Subject #3 French Y Y Y Y 5 5 

Subject #18 French Y N Y Y 5 5 

Subject #19 French Y Y Y Y 5 5 

Subject #20 French N - N Y 5 5 

Subject #12 German N - Y Y 4 5 

Subject #26 German Y Y Y Y 4 4 

Subject #28 German N - Y Y 5 5 

Subject #13 Spanish Y Y Y Y 1 1 

Subject #14 Spanish N - N Y 2 2 

Subject #21 Irish N -  N Y 2 4 

Subject #4 Dutch/ 
Hungarian 

N - Y Y 4 2 

Subject #29 Danish N - N Y 4 5 

Subject #9 Norwegian N - Y Y 4 5 

Subject #8 Swiss Y N N Y 4 4 

 

Appendix O: Results of Questionnaire (Group 2) 

Test 
Subject 

Nationality Question  
B3a 

Question 
B3b 

Questio
n 4 

Question 
C1ii 

Question 
D2i 

Question 
D2iv 

Subject #2 French Y N Y Y 5 5 

Subject #11 French Y N Y Y 5 4 

Subject #15 French Y Y Y Y 5 4 

Subject #17 French Y N N Y 4 4 

Subject #25 French Y Y Y Y 5 5 

Subject #10 German N - Y Y 2 2 

Subject #22 German/ 
Colombian 

Y Y Y Y 4 3 

Subject #5 Portuguese/ 
German 

N - Y Y 4 5 

Subject #7 Spanish N - Y Y 3 4 

Subject #16 Irish N - Y Y 4 3 

Subject #27 Irish N - N Y 1 1 

Subject #23 Dutch N - Y Y 2 3 

Subject #30 Danish N - Y Y 4 4 

Subject #6 Norwegian N - Y Y 3 4 

Subject #24 Norwegian N - Y Y 2 2 
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Appendix P: Purchasing Decisions of Group 1 

  Subjects Choice of 
Product A In % 

 
 

#1 #3 #18 #19 #20 #12 #26 #28 #13 #14 #21 #4 #29 #9 #8 

P
ro

d
u

ct
 C

at
e

go
ri

e
s 

#1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 14 93,3% 

#2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 11 73,3% 

#3 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 8 53,3% 

#4 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 26,7% 

#5 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 7 46,7% 

#6 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 8 53,3% 

#7 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 6 40,0% 

#8 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 9 60,0% 

#9 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 5 33,3% 

#10 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 1 11 73,3% 

#11 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 3 20,0% 

#12 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 13 86,7% 

#13 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 7 46,7% 

#14 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 4 26,7% 

 

 
64% 57% 64% 57% 57% 64% 64% 43% 57% 64% 43% 29% 57% 36% 29% 

  1: Subject has chosen Product A; 0: Subject has chosen Product B 

  



Alexander Kellerer  M.Sc. International Business and Politics 

 

 101  

 

Appendix Q: Purchasing Decisions of Group 2 

  Subjects Choice of 
Product A In % 

 
 

#2 #11 #15 #17 #25 #10 #22 #5 #7 #16 #27 #23 #30 #6 #24 

P
ro

d
u

ct
 C

at
e

go
ri

e
s 

#1 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 7 46,7% 

#2 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 8 53,3% 

#3 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 6 40,0% 

#4 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 13,3% 

#5 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 6 40,0% 

#6 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 11 73,3% 

#7 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 5 33,3% 

#8 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 11 73,3% 

#9 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 5 33,3% 

#10 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 11 73,3% 

#11 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 7 46,7% 

#12 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 11 73,3% 

#13 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 11 73,3% 

#14 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 3 20,0% 

 

 
71% 93% 50% 50% 64% 36% 29% 50% 50% 50% 29% 36% 43% 71% 21% 

  1: Subject has chosen Product A; 0: Subject has chosen Product B 



Alexander Kellerer  M.Sc. International Business and Politics 

 

 102  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix S: T-Test (SSPS) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix R: Levene’s Test (SSPS) 

 


