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‘Public Diplomacy’ sounds like a contradiction, especially in the age of 
globalization and informational accessibility: isn’t diplomacy all about secret 
conversations between national governments?

The fact is that the fate of nations doesn’t only depend on their relationships 
with the governments of other nations: it depends more than ever before on 
their relationships with international publics. Being admired by ordinary people 
in other countries makes a world of difference to a country, city or region, just 
as it does for companies and their products. That’s why the expressions which 
Simon Anholt first coined more than ten years ago — ‘nation brand’, ‘city brand’ 
and ‘place brand’ — are heard so often. But the similarities end here. Places 
can’t construct or manipulate their images with advertising or PR, slogans or 
logos — and although some governments spend large amounts of money trying 
to do just that, there is absolutely no proof that it works. As Simon Anholt often 
says, the only remaining superpower is public opinion — and we are all, in one way 
or another, talking about effective diplomacy with that superpower.

There is a great deal of confusion about what branding really is: perhaps the 
most common mistake is to consider branding as a species of message. It would be 
useful to think of brand as the context in which messages are received, rather than the 
message itself. Messages come under the category of marketing communications; 
brand, on the other hand, is the pre-existing background reputation, the perception 
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of the subject matter of that message, and it fundamentally conditions the way in 
which any message is received and interpreted by the audience.

The distinction between message and context points to the real reason why 
nation branding is such a painstaking and demanding process. It is easy enough 
for a country to ‘do marketing’ and change its messages, since the sender is in 
control of them, but it is extremely hard to ‘do branding’ and change the context 
in which those messages are received, since it is a process which occurs in a remote 
and secure location over which the country has little or no influence: the mind of 
the audience. 

The question which all effective promotional activity must address at some 
level is the consumer’s eternal ‘what’s in it for me?’. But when we are talking about 
a country, a region or a city, the question has little or no meaning.

Components of the place can be promoted, even sold, but the nation, city or 
region cannot. This is partly because, almost by definition, the nation is unlikely to 
have a single target market or a single offering, and in such conditions promotion 
becomes difficult and rather pointless.

However whether or not countries, cities and regions certainly do have 
brands, and those brands certainly do affect the views, decisions and behaviour 
of their friends, enemies, allies, visitors, investors and consumers. The application 
of advanced branding in this context is much more an attempt to manage the 
‘reputational assets’ of the place than sell it in the global marketplace: in other 
words, to do whatever is possible to ensure that the country’s reputation is a fair, 
balanced and useful reflection of its real assets, competencies and offerings, and 
not merely an outdated or unjustly biased cliche, informed by long-past events or 
ignorant assumptions.

Changing something this elusive is neither a simple nor a quick process, and 
it cannot be done without a very clear understanding of what the current brand 
is, a clear yet inspirational and widely shared vision of what the brand needs and 
deserves to become, and a psychologically viable process for leading the audience 
from the former to the latter. A strong brand strategy is essential for clarifying 
this process, keeping it on track and ensuring that every action and message of the 
country will assist the forward movement of the brand, rather than holding it back 
or moving it in the wrong direction.

Patience and unanimity of purpose are therefore fundamental to 
changing the brand of a country, but most countries face two obstacles  
to achieving these conditions: the lack of patience stemming from the four-year 
event horizon of most elected politicians (and a perfectly understandable desire 
to show measurable results within the electoral term); and the political difficulty 
of imposing a shared purpose on the stakeholders of the national brand, many of 
whom are commercial and political competitors, and over whom only the head of 
government or the head of state can exercise direct authority.
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‘Distributed leadership’ is exactly what brands need in complex organizations 
like countries. Imposing a brand strategy by authority, even where sufficient 
authority exists, is unlikely to be a very effective approach. One can compel 
people to do most things, but one cannot compel them to be enthusiastic. The 
kind of shared vision and common purpose which is a precondition of successful 
branding can only be achieved through ‘soft power’, and by a significant amount 
of stakeholders voluntarily agreeing to support the national or regional brand 
strategy. 
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Принцип уважения права народов на самоопределение (далее — Прин-
цип) закреплен в Уставе ООн [1], в статье 1 обоих Пактов [2, 3], в Декла-
рации о принципах международного права, касающихся дружественных  
отношений и сотрудничества между государствами в соответствии  
с Уставом ООн [4], а так же в Декларации о предоставлении независимости 
колониальным странам и народам [5]. Вместе с тем и в международно-право-
вых документах и в доктрине отсутствует его унифицированная трактовка, 


