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The phenomenon of nation branding has increased its popularity within scholars from 

different disciplines within the past decade. Moreover, the practice of nation branding has 

gained a significant role in countries’ foreign politics. However, the number of studies within 

the field of communication and media is lacking. The phenomenon of nation branding is 

usually researched from economic or political point of views. This thesis connects 

communication, media, marketing, and politics by examining nation branding as a tool of 

soft power. It aims to point out how desired meanings are constructed by using visual 

communication tools to create a favorable image for a country. The visual approach was 

chosen to be examined as it is more challenging to transfer messages through visual means 

than using spoken language. Two countries, Finland, and South Korea, were chosen as case 

studies due to their different nation branding strategies and international rankings. Their 

promotional videos were analyzed by using qualitative empirical descriptive method by 

utilizing tools provided by multimodal critical discourse analysis. The descriptive analytical 

method was chosen as the videos are meant as promotional materials which use over 

simplified narrative methods so that viewer could understand them easily. The concepts of 

nation, nation branding, discourse, ideology, soft power, public diplomacy, media, visual 

communication, and power were used as a theoretical framework. The study shows how 

discourse is constructed using visual representations as well as what kind of values can be 

transferred by using visual communication tools to influence on the foreign audience’s 

perceptions of the country. 
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Introduction 

During the past three decades, nation branding has become a crucial part of countries’ 

foreign politics (Wang, 2008). Moreover, it has become a popular research topic for scholars 

from different fields such as business studies in which the phenomenon is examined from the 

consumer behavior point of view, social psychology studies in which the nation brands are 

analyzed regarding emotion, behavior and identity, as well as political science studies which 

are interested in behavior, international affairs and political identity, and communications 

studies which regard nation brands as discursive phenomena in organizational, personal and 

mass-mediated communication (Buhmann, & Ingenhoff, 2015). 

Because of globalization, the world has become one big market place and the competition 

spreads over nation borders. Countries are competing against each other for consumers, 

investors, workforce, students, international events, tourist, media attention, respect, 

entrepreneurs, and foreign governments. Having a well-functioning nation brand helps the 

country to stand out of the crowd. Also, countries with good reputation find it easier to 

operate and achieve their goals on an international stage, whereas countries with poor 

reputation find it most challenging if not impossible. (Anholt, 2007) 

A brand is a sum of intangible and tangible elements. It is all the associations that come to 

consumers’ minds when they think about the brand. A brand is an impression in a 

consumer’s mind about the nation. The three essential concepts related to brands are 

communication, image, and identity. The identity of the brand is defined by the creator, 

whereas the image refers to the image in the mind of the consumer, communication refers to 

the process of communicating the most important identity factors that will create the desired 

image. (Moilanen, & Rainisto, 2009). The communication of brand values can be built 

through explicit and implicit visual references. Explicit references are features that the 

perceiver can recognize immediately and associate with the brand. Implicit features are not 

necessarily recognized immediately on conscious level but unconscious level without the 

perceiver being aware of it. (Karjalainen, & Snelders, 2010) 

This study examines nation branding as a tool of soft power. It aims to study what kind of 

messages can be communicated through nation branding. The focus of the paper is in visual 

communication, and how the nations’ brand messages are transferred through the means of 

visual communication tools. The descriptive research is conducted through two case studies 

Finland and South Korea, whose promotional videos are analyzed by using multimodal 

critical discourse analysis as a tool and the findings are compared. The two countries were 

chosen for the study because of their different approaches in nation branding. Also, the paper 

seeks to answer the question how nation branding can be used as a tool of soft power. 
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Furthermore, the paper offers a literature review on most commonly studied perspectives in 

country branding, as well as a theoretical framework on nation branding. The paper seeks to 

contribute to the field of communication studies which has few studies on country branding, 

especially from the visual communication point of view. 

Background  

The relationship between Finland and South Korea has converged remarkably in the recent 

years. The amount of high profile visits has increased, as well as student and researcher 

exchanges between the two countries. With the trade expanding, a direct flight connection 

between Helsinki and Seoul has been opened. ("Suomen suurlähetystö, Soul: Tietoa Etelä-

Koreasta", 2017). Furthermore, on 22nd of February 2017 “Finland tower” was opened in 

Seoul. The tower is hoped to serve as a meet up point for people interested in Finland. It is 

the result of educational cooperation between the two countries which has continued for 22 

years. It is possible to conduct a dual degree in Aalto University in Finland and Seoul School 

of Integrated Sciences & Technologies. ("Suomen suurlähetystö Soul - Embassy of Finland in 

Seoul", 2017). 

Cases 

Finland 

Finland is a Nordic country with a population of 5,4 million people. It is known as the land of 

thousands of lakes having 188 ooo lakes, as well as having four seasons. ("Finland Facts - 

Media", 2017). Finland is the fifth largest country in Western Europe with its 338 440 km2. 

("Shine with facts about Finland - thisisFINLAND", 2017).  

 

The brand Finland 

In 2008, a delegation was appointed by Alexander Stubb, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, to 

develop a clear brand for Finland. A plan called “Mission for Finland, How Finland will 

demonstrate its strengths by solving the world’s most wicked problems”, is to be 

implemented by 2030 so that “Finland as a country, Finnish companies as companies and 

the Finns as a nation are known for the fact that we are not afraid of challenges, no matter 

how strange they may sound, but can truly show our mettle when the situation looks 

impossible.” ("Mission for Finland! How Finland will solve the world's most wicked 

problems", 2010:5). The plan had three major themes. The first theme was nature, and it 

focused on taking care of inland waters and supporting agriculture. This would promote 

Finnish expertise in foreign countries as it would require cross-field cooperation, and 

enhance the quality of life of the Finns. The second theme is to spread the knowledge in the 

area of education. As one of the leading countries in the field of education, an idea has been 

presented that Finland should found an international organization which would serve as a 
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first aid force in education in crisis areas. The operation would be similar to Doctors without 

borders-organization. The third theme highlights that it is not enough that the required 

actions are taken and goals are achieved with excellence but Finland must be bold enough to 

tell about its achievements to the rest of the world. This means that the international 

communication should be voiced by as many actors as possible in unified manner. In the 

plan, the delegation assigned tasks to different companies and organizations as well as 

regular Finns to improve the image of Finland.  

 

Finland as seen from abroad 

Finnish brands and products are not too well known in other countries, especially if a person 

has never visited Finland. Moreover, the overall knowledge and awareness of Finland are 

very limited if a person has not been in Finland which means that the perception of Finland 

has been gained through stereotypes and beliefs. (Hakala, Lemmetyinen, & Kantola, 2013) 

 

South Korea 

South Korea is located in the Korean peninsula in Northeast Asia. It has population of 

51 634 618 people and its land area is 100 033 km2. South Korea has four different seasons. 

It is known for its culture, food, and entertainment business such as Korean pop music and 

dramas. ("Official Site of Korea Tourism Org.: About Korea : General Information - 

Visitkorea", 2017) 

 

The brand South Korea 

There are two main forces responsible for nation branding in South Korea. South Korean 

government launched the official nation branding campaign in 2009. The private sector leads 

the Korean Wave (Hallyu) which means the rise of the Korean pop culture begun in the 

1990’s. Both parties aim to increase the awareness of Korean culture but with different 

approaches. The government favors top-down approach in which the decisions regarding the 

nation brand and branding are made by an official council. Whereas the Korean 

entertainment industry focuses on the market’s demand, in other words, it seeks to respond 

to the needs of the consumers of Korean pop culture. The government’s nation branding plan 

has ten key points that focus on how to make South Korea more interesting and functional 

place in the eyes of the foreign audience. The plan has a few key focus areas. One of them is 

that South Korea should participate more in helping of developing countries, not only in the 

form of money but education as well. The second point is to increase internationalization by 

encouraging and sending out Koreans to foreign countries in the form of student exchanges 

and different programs. Also, the government aims to make the Koreans living abroad brand 

ambassadors of Korea. The government also wants to educate Koreans to understand and 



 

7 
 
 
 

treat foreigners better, and to help immigrants settle in better by offering different types of 

assistance. Moreover, the government wants to promote Korea through its successful brands 

such as Samsung and turn the negative label “Korea discount” into “Korea premium”. Korean 

businesses have felt that being recognized as a Korean corporation has a negative label on it 

as the products are perceived cheap and having low quality. On the contrary to the 

government’s branding plan, Korean Wave was not planned. The entertainment industry 

answered to the increasing consumer demand in Korea and abroad for films, dramas, and 

pop music. ("SAIS US-Korea Yearbook 2010", 2010) 

 

South Korea as seen from abroad 

South Korea was perceived as a poor country that suffers from insecurities due to its 

geographical location since the Korean war until mid-1990’s. In the mid-1990’s South Korea 

earned the nickname “Asian tiger” by becoming the third largest economy in Asia. (Lee, 

2011).  

 

Videos 

100 Days of Polar Night Magic  

Was a promotional campaign organized during the winter season 2015-2016 by Visit Finland 

and Finnair. The campaign gave an opportunity for five people from different countries, 

other than Finland, to experience the Finnish winter. The video series has all together 

eighteen videos, the four first ones are analyzed in this research paper. The videos are shot in 

reality TV-style in which the visitors participate in different activities and are then 

interviewed about them. The videos are available on Visit Finland’s YouTube channel in 

different languages, and on the campaign’s official web page in English. The English language 

versions of the videos are used for the analyses of this study. ("The 100 days of polar night 

magic", 2017) 

Miss Flower, A Love Story in the Language of Flowers 

Miss Flower is a promotional video series created to promote South Korea. The series has all 

together five different videos, one to represent each of the four seasons and one in which all 

the seasons are shown in the same video clip. The videos were launched in 2012. They are 

made in drama style. Each video shows a romantic love story which takes place during a 

certain season while introducing some of the most well-known tourist attractions. Together 

the videos form an interconnected story. Han Ju-heon created background music for the 

videos. The videos are available on Visit Korea’s YouTube channel. ("Visit Korea", 2017) 
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Related concepts 

Soft power 

Soft power is a term used to describe co-optive power (Fan, 2008). It means a country’s 

ability to achieve its goals through attraction and appeal. Whereas hard power refers to the 

usage of economic forces and military. The source of a country’s soft power arises from its 

political values, governance, culture, and policies. Soft power can be understood from two 

perspectives. The resource perspective means the intangible and tangible assets a country has 

in the soft power domain. The behavioral point of view refers to the country’s ability to 

transfer the soft power efforts into desired actions and results. (Wang, 2013) Traces of the 

idea behind the concept of soft power can be tracked back more than 2000 years. The ancient 

Chinese viewed soft power as more powerful than hard power, Sun Tse (544-496BC), a 

Chinese military strategist, has been said to won battles without fighting. Soft power consists 

of culture, foreign policy, and political values. These three factors are not the power 

themselves but resources that can be converted into power. However, there are certain 

aspects that must be in order so that the conversion could take place: political structure, 

capital, social structure, and social capital. For example, Egypt has a history over 7000 years 

but it still seems weaker than the US with 200 years of history. So, the culture itself is not 

enough to be called soft power but it can be converted into soft power with the help of other 

factors. Soft power, usually, is not managed by a single organization or the government. Soft 

power comes from multiple origins owned by non-state actors. Nevertheless, in communist 

states where everything is controlled by the government, the state has the control over soft 

power. Soft power can be classified in two types: “high soft power targeted at elites, low soft 

power targeted at the broader public” (Fan, 2008: 150). Compared to hard power soft power 

is more indirect and more difficult to measure and achieving the desired impact may take 

years. The effectiveness of soft power depends on the receiver, ultimately the target country 

decides what is attractive to them. The main criticism on soft power are about its vague 

definition, what it consists of, and its limitations. Also, an excessive use of soft power can be 

seen as manipulation and propaganda. (Fan, 2008) 

 

Nation branding and soft power 

Both nation branding and soft power aim to achieve power over opinion. Nation branding is a 

valuable tool that can be used to develop a nation’s soft power. Successful nation branding 

creates a positive image of the country in the eyes of the international audience and thus 

enhances the country’s soft power. Effective nation branding takes advantage of a country’s 

soft power sources and uses them in promoting. (Fan, 2008) 
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Public diplomacy 

Public diplomacy is one of the most important factors used in practicing of soft power 

(Szondi, 2008). Public diplomacy refers to a nation’s efforts to engage with foreign public for 

desired relationship and better communication. The efforts are implemented through private 

and official institutions and individuals. It is an extension to traditional diplomacy in which 

the communication takes place between governments and diplomats. (Wang, 2013). The pre-

form of public diplomacy dates back to the mid-19th century. In the middle of 1960’s public 

diplomacy as a term gained a new meaning as Edmund Gullion used it to describe “the 

influence of public attitudes on the formation and execution of foreign policies” (Szondi, 

2008:2). Historically, public diplomacy has had three crucial phases which have led it to 

evolve to its current state. The phases are linked to the changes in the international political 

climate. The first period lasted for four decades during which Western and American values 

were spread using all kinds of methods behind the Iron Curtain to Eastern Europe. The 

second phase begun when the Berlin Wall collapsed. During this time, public diplomacy 

received significantly less attention, effort and resources. The third stage started after the 

collapse of World Trade Center on September 11th, 2001. (Szondi, 2008) 

 

Why is nation branding needed in addition to public diplomacy? 

Nation branding and public diplomacy go heavily hand in hand, and both practices are 

needed to support the other. Even though, both nation branding and public diplomacy aim to 

manage a nation’s image, the two practices have different approaches to it. Public diplomacy 

has its roots in America whereas nation branding was born in Europe, and its practice is 

dominated by the Brits. The British branding and marketing agencies are the elite when it 

comes to providing nation branding services to governments and countries. Public diplomacy 

was born from the necessity during conflicts and it is related to tension between states, and it 

can be practiced in politically unstable environment on the contrary to nation branding 

which requires a peaceful political environment. While public diplomacy is perceived as 

government to government communication, nation branding is targeted to a general foreign 

public. Thus, public diplomacy is more elite oriented whereas nation branding aims at mass 

audiences. Moreover, nation branding can be initiated by the government but its 

development and execution are usually outsourced, unlike public diplomacy which is fully 

controlled by the government. Also, nation branding relies heavily on visuals such as symbols 

and colors whereas public diplomacy is more behavior related. (Szondi, 2008) 

Five different views of the relationship between nation branding and public diplomacy can be 

distinguished within the scholars. According to the first perception, the two practices are not 

related and do not share any common goals, actors nor strategies. This view dates back in the 

1990’s when public diplomacy was experiencing an identity crisis and nation branding was 



 

10 
 
 
 

taking its first steps. Eastern and Central Europe were getting rid of their Communist past 

and started to engage in nation branding and public diplomacy to be more efficient. However, 

at the time there was little or no interaction between those practices. The second view sees 

public diplomacy as a part of nation branding. This is the most popular view within the 

scholars and branding experts. This perception describes public diplomacy “as the branding 

techniques of politicians” (Lewis, 2003: 27 as cited in Szondi, 2008: 19). In this view, the 

branding practices are adopted to politics. The third perception sees nation branding as a 

part of public diplomacy. This view has very limited amount of academic research yet it is 

endorsed by the governments. It is stated that every nation practices public diplomacy but 

nation branding is not as common. According to this view, nation branding is a tool of public 

diplomacy through which foreign audiences can be reached. The fourth perception is that 

nation branding and public diplomacy are separate but overlapping practices. From this 

point of view, the two practices have their own special characteristics, however, they do have 

some common grounds but they do not incorporate. Moreover, public diplomacy has more 

modest goals than nation branding which requires greater efforts. The fifth view sees nation 

branding and public diplomacy as the same concept. (Szondi, 2008) 

 

Ideology 

Ideology is closely linked to constructing discourses and creating meanings as well as to 

politics, and thus deserves a short overview. The concept of ideology was first introduced in 

the beginning of 1800s by Destutt de Tracy, a French philosopher, however, it is mainly 

linked to Karl Marx. According to the original Marxist meaning, ideology is an effective tool 

which can be exploited by the dominant groups in society to practice power over weaker 

groups. Within time, the concept of ideology gained a broader meaning which is not 

necessarily connected to Marxism. Ideology refers to “belief systems held by individuals or 

collectives” (Machin, & Mayr, 2012:25). Moreover, ideology is used to describe the manner 

how values and ideas reflect the interests of the dominant powers of society. Ideology defines 

the way how particular discourses become widely accepted and normal, and thus it helps to 

maintain the power relations. (Machin, & Mayr, 2012) 
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Aim and research questions 

Nation branding seeks to create an appealing image and reputation for a country through 

communicating desired values and messages. This research paper examines how discourse 

can be constructed through visual communication. In more detail, it seeks to describe how 

visual communication can be taken advantage of in country branding, moreover, how the 

countries can communicate desired messages and values through visual material. Therefore, 

to create a positive image of themselves that can be utilized when practicing soft power. Thus, 

the research questions of this paper are: 

Q1: What visual representations are on the videos? 

Q2: Why are the visual representations on the videos, what is their meaning? 

The first research question will be answered when the MCDA tools are used to describe the 

visual representations on the videos. The second research question will also be answered in 

the Analysis-section when the purpose of the representations is analyzed. 

The paper aims to add to the field of communication studies on soft power and brand 

communication, the focus being on visual communication. 
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Previous research 

This section will provide an introduction to existing studies on nation branding in the fields 

on communication, media, and soft power. The communication management field has been 

interested mainly in corporate communication, and left nation branding with little attention. 

The main focus of communication sciences has been on mass-mediated country images. The 

studies have shown the importance of mass-mediated nation images in the formation of 

public opinion on foreign countries, and emphasized the gatekeeping role of foreign 

journalist in formation the images. (Buhmann & Ingenhoff, 2015). The critical branch of 

research focused on the role of communication in nation branding can be divided into 

essentialists and constructivists. The essentialists criticize the phenomenon of creating 

gnarled images of national identities. Whereas the constructionists are interested in the 

power struggle when creating the nation brand. (Bolin & Ståhlberg, 2015) 

 

Even though, nation branding studies have been left with little focus in communications field, 

there has been a growing interest towards the topic in other fields. There are a number of 

studies focusing on how to create and manage a brand both in practical and theoretical point 

of views (see Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009; Lee, 2011; Sun, Paswan & Tieslau, 2016: Kavaratzis, 

Warnaby, & Ashworth, 2015). Nation branding has also been researched from country-of-

origin perspective. In those cases, the studies have aimed to find out how the country-of-

origin impacts on a nation’s image or how the nation’s reputation influences on the image of 

the country-of-origin (Sun & Paswan, 2011; Kilduff, Object, & Núñez Tabales, 2016). 

Moreover, the tourism field has had a major interest in nation branding. The researches on 

nation branding in the field of tourism have been concerned on how brands are created, who 

creates them, how they are managed, why people have certain image of a country, what is the 

origin of the image, and how to turn a negative image into a positive one (Morgan & 

Pritchard, 2011; Hakala & Lemmetyinen, 2011; Hakala, Lemmetyinen, & Kantola, 2013; 

Avraham & Ketter, 2008; Herstein, 2012).  

 

Communication 

One of the most referred studies in the field of communication on the phenomenon of nation 

branding is Nadia Kaneva’s research paper. Kaneva’s study aimed to point out that scholars 

and researchers in the communication field should study nation branding more, and that 

there is a need for works informed by critical theories on nation branding. Kaneva conducted 

a literature review and categorized the articles in three different groups: cultural, political, 

and technical-economic. Based on the articles, she provided a cross-discipline review on 

main research themes on nation branding, moreover, she outlined an agenda for future 

critical research on nation branding. Kaneva used consensus/dissensus theory from Deetz as 
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a theoretical basis for the map to outline the research agenda. As a result, she discovered that 

critical research should seek to understand the reasons why nation branding is appealing. 

(Kaneva, 2011) 

 

Wang examined the significance and meaning of branding to a nation’s image management 

by conducting a literature review for articles on marketing and communications, and 

international relations. The main questions were how can branding techniques be applied to 

brand nations, should nations care about branding in their communication, and what does 

creating a nation brand mean and consists of. Wang found out that branding is crucial for 

nations, and that the nations should exploit emotional branding techniques, as the public’s 

opinion on a country is usually based on their feelings towards the country rather than actual 

information on it. Also, the author came to a conclusion that creating a brand should be 

carefully planned and then clearly communicated through different channels. (Wang, 2008) 

 

In his later book, Wang studied the idea of nation branding, what it is and how it is done, by 

using Expo Shanghai 2010 as a case study. His purpose was to demonstrate the importance 

of the role of branding in nation’s external communication. Wang treated nation branding as 

a part of diplomacy and soft power. His main questions were what means of communication 

did the countries use to promote their nation brands, what did not work and what worked. 

He used comparative analysis to get results. He compared Expo Shanghai to eight other 

expos held in other countries. The most powerful branding techniques found were creating a 

strategic narrative about the country, sales pitches, and offering a positive experience for the 

audience. (Wang, 2013) 

 

Kesic, Rahj and Vlasic wanted to find out if country image is more important to a small 

country than brand image when forming a competitive advantage. They used the theory of 

information processing as a basis to conceptualize country branding. Moreover, they used the 

concept of globalization to explain the need for country branding. As a method, they used 

Croatia as a case study. The authors created a model for branding Croatia. The model was 

developed on the basis of previous theories and researches. Also, a questionnaire was created 

and interviews held based on the questionnaire. The results of the study show that having a 

positive country brand is beneficial for a nation as the brand can be transferred to product 

and services as well. (Kesic, Rajh, & Vlasic, 2004) 

 

Graan focused on analyzing the different forms of metasemiotic arrangements which are 

essential to nation branding. He used Skopje 2014, a campaign which transformed 

Macedonia’s capital’s image to better, as a case study. Graan examined how public 
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communication can be exploited in nation branding. As a theoretical basis, he used the 

semiotic approach to nation branding. Graan also reviewed what kind of nation branding 

efforts Macedonia had already done and how they had worked. He found out that public 

communication is an effective tool for politics to communicate nation’s values. (Graan, 2016) 

 

Louw examined why some countries have more troubles in creating the “attractiveness”. He 

used Nye’s theory on soft power as a theoretical basis, and to explain how nation branding 

and soft power as practices originates from America. Therefore, the two practices are easier 

for countries with Western values which are set by America, whereas, countries which do not 

cherish Western values can face difficulties in their efforts. Louw used China and its nation 

branding and soft power efforts as a case study. He viewed what kind of efforts and 

approaches China has used and how they have worked. Also, he reviewed the top ten list of 

the most attractive countries. As a result, he noticed that the countries which have, or are 

capable of adapting to the Western values, appear higher on the top list of brands. (Louw, 

2013) 

 

Aronczyk focused on discursive views on nation branding and the practical involvements of 

the process of nation branding. She gathered consultants and researches from the field for 

interviews. Aronczyk used brand building theory and national identity theory as a base for 

the interviews. As a result of analyzing the interviews, she revealed what cannot be achieved 

through nation branding, for example legacies, plurality of voices, and competing visions of 

the nation’s brand. (Aronczyk, 2008) 

 

Buhmann and Ingenhoff applied communication management approach to create an 

integrative model of nation image by combining relevant parts from the fields of social 

psychology, business studies, communication science, and political science. The model can be 

used to conduct comparative studies about nation branding on different societal levels and on 

different groups. Reputation management, attitude theory, and national identity theory 

served as a theoretical basis. The model was created based on the literature review on studies 

of nation branding in different fields. It was found out that nation’s reputation is construction 

of representations which are formed through public communication processes. (Buhmann, & 

Ingenhoff, 2015)  

 

Media 

Shuling Huang wanted to point out that nation branding is not only a marketing strategy 

created by the government but a two-way street in which the receiving country has to approve 

it as a pattern of consumption. The author based the study on transnational media 
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consumption. Shuling Huang examined how Korean wave and Japan-mania had entered into 

Taiwanese markets. These two countries were chosen because of their said differences in 

their branding strategies. It is said that Korean brand was created by its government whereas 

Japan-mania was born because of the consumers in receiving countries. Shuling Huang used 

media articles as a source for data and re-encoding as a tool for analyzing them. It was found 

out that the receiving country plays a crucial role when it comes to creating a brand for the 

exporting country. The receiving country can influence on how local consumers perceive the 

exporting country. (Shuling Huang, 2011) 

 

Bolin and Ståhlberg also studied the media’s role in nation branding. As theoretical 

approaches they used medium theory, institutional media analysis, and the symbolic power 

of the media. They used Ukraine as a case study. Bolin and Ståhlberg conducted a media 

review based on articles from a newspaper, and the actions of a consultancy agency which 

was responsible for managing the nation brand of Ukraine. They found out that there is a 

huge web of interests behind nation branding processes, and that which party “gets its way” 

depends on the power relations. Moreover, Bolin and Ståhlberg pointed out that media plays 

an important role in nation branding but the researches on its agency are lacking. (Bolin, & 

Ståhlberg, 2015) 

 

Soft power 

Fan aimed to explain the notion of soft power, he also tied nation branding to soft power. Fan 

perceived public diplomacy as a subset of nation branding. According to him, public 

diplomacy focuses on nation’s political approaches, whereas, nation branding is concerned 

the nation’s international approaches as a whole. He used Nye’s concept of soft power as a 

theoretical approach. The study was conducted through a literature review. Fan pointed out 

that soft power is based on a nation’s cultural resources and is closely linked to nation 

branding. (Fan, 2008) 

 

The purpose of Fan’s later research was to clarify the concept of nation branding and 

compare it with commercial branding. The study was done by conducting a literature review. 

Country-of-origin and brand building theories were used as a theoretical basis to explain the 

history of nation branding. Fan also explained how nation branding can be seen linked to soft 

power. As a result, Fan suggested that we should move on from speaking about nation 

“branding” to speak about image management. (Fan, 2010) 

 

Szondi aimed to examine the relationship between nation branding and public diplomacy as 

well as their similarities and differences. Nye’s theory on soft power and Anholt’s nation 
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branding theory were used as a theoretical basis to explain the two concepts. Based on a 

literature review, Szondi outlined five different views on how the relationship between nation 

branding and public diplomacy can be viewed. The first view is that the two practices have 

nothing in common, according to the second public diplomacy is a part of nation branding, 

the third suggests that nation branding is a part of public diplomacy, the fourth way points 

out that the two practices are overlapping, and the fifth view is that nation branding and 

public diplomacy are the same thing. In the end, Szondi pointed out that the studies on 

nation branding have had a little focus on the international side of the phenomenon, meaning 

that the Western way does not necessarily work in other parts of the world. (Szondi, 2008) 

 

Very few studies have tried to explain how nation branding and soft power activities can be 

evaluated. Pamment aimed to outline a framework for evaluation practices for nation 

branding, soft power and public diplomacy. He used the concept of articulation as a 

theoretical background to create the framework. Pamment concluded that the four models, 

output, outcome, perception and network models, which are useful when assessing the 

effectiveness of nation branding, soft power and public diplomacy activities. (Pamment, 

2014) 

 

Research gaps 

The researches on how visual communication can be exploited in brand message 

communication are lacking, especially how visual communication can be taken advantage of 

when practicing soft power and creating an appealing image for a country. The existing 

studies on how visual communication can be exploited in country branding examine how 

brand values can be communicated by making certain visual choices in product design. Most 

of the studies in the field of branding examine the process of creating a brand and managing 

it. Moreover, the focus point of the studies is on how a country can achieve competitive 

advantage over other countries. Thus, one can say that country branding is mainly studied 

from a business point of view. The second most popular topic in among branding scholars is 

how to build a brand that attracts tourists. There are few studies about branding in the field 

of communication, as branding is many a time perceived purely from marketing and selling 

point of views. Furthermore, a tiny portion of the studies suggest strategies of models how to 

measure the successfulness of a brand. Therefore, this study aims to contribute to the field of 

communication studies focusing on how visual communication tools can be utilized in 

communicating brand messages and values. In this study, soft power refers to the 

communication efforts countries use when trying to appeal foreign audiences. 
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Theoretical frame and concepts 

The phenomenon of nation branding has been growing tremendously since 1990’s when 

Joseph Nye published his essay on soft power. His aim was to understand American power. 

Post-1990 US was the only nation with hegemonic reach, and soft power, in other words 

being attractive to others, was a major contributor to its hegemonic state. Other nations 

noticed this too, and started to invest in public diplomacy to build up soft power. (Louw, 

2013). Ever since, nation branding has been an important tool for countries. “It is now a 

centerpiece in the conduct of international relations and communication, as we move from 

the 'modern world of geopolitics and power to the postmodern world of images and 

influence'” (van Ham, 2001: 1 as cited in Wang, 2008: 9). (Wang, 2008). The term “nation 

branding” was introduced by Simon Anholt in 1996. Nation branding developed from the 

merger of country-of-origin studies and cross-scientific studies on national identity which 

combines cultural, political, historical, and sociological approaches to identity. (Szondi, 

2008) 

 

Nation as a mental construction 

Nations are political bodies with autonomy over a certain territory (Jensen, 2011). Nations 

are also cultural units with a common history and language (Jensen, 2011). Furthermore, 

nations can be perceived as social constructs, origin from “taken-for-granted common sense 

of society” (Zamora Barberá, 2016:19). They can also be seen as mental constructions of 

groups of people that belong to a certain nation, in other words, imagined communities. The 

community members construct the community based on their shared mental image which 

consists of different practices such as common beliefs and history. Therefore, the members of 

the community do not necessarily interact or meet in person. Media, social practices, and the 

institutions of the nation produce and reproduce the shared mental image daily (Zamora 

Barberá, 2016), thus, “media representations construct, deconstruct and reconstruct the 

nation as a symbolic category of belonging” (Orgad, 2012:160 as cited in Zamora Barberá, 

2016:23).  

Construction of national discourse  

“In the social sciences, there is a basic agreement that the relationship between human 

beings and the world are mediated by means of collectively created symbolic meaning 

systems or orders of knowledge” (Keller, 2013:2). Discourses can be perceived as efforts to 

steady orders of interpretation and attributions of meaning, and therefore “to institutionalize 

a collectively binding order of knowledge in a social ensemble” (Keller, 2013:2). Furthermore, 

discourses can be seen as the construction of meaning through the usage of signs. (Keller, 
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2013). Also, discourses have been described as “frameworks of interpretation” (Machin, & 

Mayr, 2012:20). Thus, discourses function beyond sematics and grammar, they describe what 

happens when certain language forms are used in different cultural, social, and political 

environments (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). Therefore, “’discourse’ is language in real context of 

use” (Machin, & Mayr, 2012:20). 

 

Nation branding and media 

Nation branding can be perceived as a tool which is used in creating a better image for a 

country so that it could benefit the country in its soft power approach. It refers to practices a 

country uses in its communication efforts to shape international understanding and 

perception of the country. The communication objects may vary from changing a negative 

image, increasing awareness to fortifying a positive image. (Wang, 2013). The main reasons 

why nations are concerned about managing their image are that having a positive reputation 

in the eyes of the others facilitates creating alliances to achieve political goals, it also attracts 

foreign investments, it is beneficial for tourism, it attracts foreign workforce and students, 

also it has impact on consumers’ purchase decisions (Wang, 2008). Six different perceptions 

on a nation brand can be found within the studies in nation branding field. According to the 

first perception, a nation brand is a slogan or a logo which are easy to communicate. The 

second view sees a nation brand as an umbrella brand which covers multiple sector brands 

such as exports and tourism. A nation brand can also be viewed as a co-brand or a piece of a 

brand. A nation brand can be regarded similar to a corporation brand when it is concerned 

about country’s positioning, reputation, and image. Moreover, a nation brand can be 

perceived as a tool to build and sustain a country’s competitiveness. Furthermore, it can be 

treated as a tool to enhance a nation’s soft power. A nation brand also relates to national 

image. Nation branding has several purposes and goals as well as focus points. It can be used 

to reshape national identities, increase country’s competitiveness, promote business, 

political, sports and cultural activities, raise awareness on political and economic interests 

locally and globally, and to change or improve a country’s image and reputation. (Fan, 2010) 

 

A brand refers to a set of associations and properties that sets the product or a service apart 

from its competitors creating recognizability and competitive advantage. Branding is the 

process of creating, defining, and managing the set. The purpose of branding is to create an 

emotional connection with consumers. The aim of brand communication is “to create and 

maintain brand equity through developing consumer awareness and liking, motivating 

purchase action, and ultimately achieving customer loyalty” (Wang, 2008: 11). Branding 

concentrates on specific communication programs and approaches to create better 

understanding and relationships within the customers. Moreover, brand communication is 
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the voice of a brand and the tool which allows the creator of the brand to establish a dialogue 

with consumers. (Wang, 2008) 

 

Mass media plays a crucial role in creating a nation brand. People gain their information on 

faraway countries via mass media and the reality presented in mass media becomes their 

truth. Moreover, the events taking place in distant locations are not perceived as important as 

local ones so people do not try to look for more information and verify the news. Four 

different types of manners how countries are presented in news media can be distinguished. 

The first is the countries that receive vast negative news coverage. The second is the places 

that are not shown in the news apart from the negative context relating for example to the 

country’s social problems, natural disasters, and crime. The third manner is to represent 

places that receive a lot of positive coverage about e.g. investments, cultural events, and 

tourist activity. The fourth is to ignore countries and to notice them when something positive 

happens. The third option is the most desired one for the country leaders. Moreover, 

achieving a multi-dimensional image in media instead one-dimensional is important. Having 

a multi-dimensional image in media means that the country receives a lot of coverage on all 

kinds of topics. One-dimensional image means that the country receives coverage only when 

certain kinds of events take place there. A country becomes easily a symbol of certain kinds of 

events if media labels it as a place where only specific types of events take place and it only 

receives one-dimensional coverage. Furthermore, if that happens other types of events are 

not represented in media. Media uses stereotypes of countries that usually already exist in 

the society but it gives them broader distribution and continuation. TV as increased the 

development of nation stereotypes. Media is a powerful agent and it can act as a gatekeeper 

controlling what is shown and what is not covered. Thus, media has the power to decide what 

the public will hear, see, or read. Therefore, media plays crucial role in constructing the 

reality of the events happening around by creating manipulated pictures of countries. 

(Avraham, & Ketter, 2008) 

 

Series, TV or online, have become one of the most dominant media genres. The series can be 

perceived as a section of mediascape. Mediascape refers to “the distribution of electronic 

capabilities to produce and disseminate information” (Izgarjan, & Djurić, 2016:154) which 

are instantly accessible worldwide. They also have a strong impact on what people perceive as 

their reality. However, the series do not only transfer values but “structure the conditions 

under which political participation can take place, as well as affect public discourses about 

who should and should not be properly counted as a citizen” (Kackman et al., 2011 as cited in 

Izgarjan, & Djurić, 2016:155). The series are a major actor “in constructing narratives in the 
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macro processes initiated by global hegemonic powers” (Izgarjan, & Djurić, 2016:155). 

(Izgarjan, & Djurić, 2016) 

 

The visual branding of a nation 

The usage of visual communication in politics is an age-old phenomenon. It covers 

everything from creating a suitable setting for leaders for their live appearances in front of an 

audience, to images on newspapers. It has been argued whether the power of an image lies in 

the image itself or in the production process and construction of the image which involves 

many actors related to visual communication, or in the different users of the image, as well as 

in the relationship the image enables to create with the perceiver. Moreover, the usage of 

public pictures is not socially irrelevant nor politically neutral. Visual communication either 

supports the ruling set of values or challenges it. The values are transferred to the perceiver 

by making choices on what is represented in the image, how it is represented and what is left 

out. Visual representations can be used to create a new or to mold reality in the perceiver’s 

imagination. Thus, they are a powerful political tool, moreover, knowing how to control and 

manage them is important in political play. (Stocchetti, & Kukkonen, 2011) 

 

As this thesis focuses on visual representations used in nation branding, in promotional 

videos which work as advertisements for the chosen countries, it is crucial to address 

visuality in advertising briefly. Advertising is “a discourse through and about objects” 

(Darley, 2000:89). It is a manner of communication through and in which ideas are 

produced and mediated. It can be seen as a cultural space in which non-functional 

connotations and meanings are created and connected to goods. Advertisements are 

rhetorical in their approach. They involve a manner of communication which is not entirely 

naturalistic, but they communicate through symbolism, allusion, metaphor, and analogy. 

Moreover, for a general public, advertisements have a tendency just appear, as the 

advertisements operate through anonymity. The authorship is left with a little if no attention 

at all. (Darley, 2000) 

 

The power of a visual representation lies on its ability to seduce the viewer by telling the 

viewer what to see and how to see it and placing the viewer, “[…] being told what is 

meaningful is easier than assessing it critically for oneself” (Fuery & Fuery, 2003:3). “The 

image is a series of systems, a structure of discourses and codes endorsing either a moment 

or Zeitgeist of a particular culture and society” (Fuery & Fuery, 2003:99). For this reason, 

some visual representations are chosen over the others based on their popularity or for 

reflecting reality. Discourses in visual representations can be critically assessed to uncover 

meanings by grouping certain signifiers into groups of cultural codes. The groups consist of 
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five codes. The hermeneutic code manages the signifiers and thus the interpretation of 

meaning. The semiotic codes are like stereotypes: they are cultural elements which hold no 

meaning but have a meaning attached to them which helps the viewer to form an 

interpretation. The symbolic codes reveal that the set up in the representations is irrational 

whether the setting is internal (the relations between the elements in the representation), or 

external (what is the bigger meaning of the objects in the representation). The proairetic 

codes differentiate subsequent features of the visual representation to help the viewer to form 

connotative meanings linked with the object in the representation. The referential codes are 

cultural information, they “are references to a science or body of knowledge; in drawing 

attention to them, we merely indicate the type of knowledge referred to” (Barthes 1974:20 as 

cited in (Fuery & Fuery, 2003:100). By positioning a visual representation in to a cultural 

context and addressing it with the help of the codes, its meaning and what it represents can 

be understood. (Fuery & Fuery, 2003). Perceiving a visual representation as a system of 

signs, puts the representation in a critical frame of discursive practice, and shifts the notion 

that the representation is received naturally. The simplest way to categorize visual 

representations is to divide them into ‘real’ and ‘unreal’. One of the most crucial elements in 

visual representations “is the interplay between what we see and how it relates to us” (Fuery 

& Fuery, 2003:11). Visual representations have the ability to blur the line between real and 

unreal. The relationship between the truth and the representation always contains a bit of 

disbelief. The degree of disbelief changes according to the historical and cultural contexts. 

The viewer’s trust in the visual representation is shaped by those contexts. The interpretation 

of a visual representation, the creating of the meaning is always dependent on the viewer. 

(Fuery & Fuery, 2003)  
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Method  

This chapter introduces the methodological approaches used in the descriptive analyses of 

this thesis. The analyses have been designed to explore the discursive visual representations 

of nation branding. First, the general approach is explained followed by the criteria for 

selecting the materials used in the descriptive analyses, then the analytical framework and 

tool box designed for this study are discussed.  

 

As the purpose of this research paper is not to quantify the components of the discourse nor 

is the interest numerical in other ways, qualitative descriptive approach was chosen. 

Qualitative researches focus on treats that are distinctive for a unique work, or to examine 

how the chosen work differs from other works in thematic and structural terms (Jensen, 

2011). The works are chosen based on the assumption that they are considered to be 

important bearers of cultural insights and values, or that they offer valuable and significant 

aesthetic experiences (Jensen, 2011).  Moreover, qualitative studies aim to understand a 

phenomenon and its consequences, as well as its meaning in larger scope. Furthermore, 

deductive approach is used as the hypothesis was developed based on the existing theories, 

and based on them the method was chosen (Dudovskiy, 2017). Additionally, a circular 

process was applied to this empirical study. The process starts with conceptualizing the 

theory and the assumptions, then employing the instruments to apply them to the videos, the 

last phase before returning to the beginning is to interpret them to examine the theory. 

(Zamora Barberá, 2016)  

 

Selection criteria 

Finland and South Korea were chosen to be researched for this study due to their different 

nation branding strategies and their high international rankings. Finland has topped the 

international rankings for example being the greenest country in the world, the most stable 

country in the world and has been on the first place for past seven years when it comes to the 

freedom of press (Toolbox, 20017). South Korea was the most innovative economy in 2017 

(Jamrisko & Lu, 2017). It also holds the third place as the most forward-looking country in 

the world (Jones, 2017). Finland is focused on not only solving nationwide challenges but is 

determined to answer to global issues as well ("Mission for Finland! How Finland will solve 

the world's most wicked problems", 2010), whereas South Korea’s main focal point is to be 

more appealing for immigrants and to become more international country ("SAIS US-Korea 

Yearbook 2010", 2010). Finland’s brand is based on the country’s nature, educational system 

and innovation ("Mission for Finland! How Finland will solve the world's most wicked 

problems", 2010). Whereas, South Korea’s brand is built on its entertainment industry and 

culture ("SAIS US-Korea Yearbook 2010", 2010). Both of the nation branding strategies were 
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launched by the governments of the two countries ("Mission for Finland! How Finland will 

solve the world's most wicked problems", 2010; "SAIS US-Korea Yearbook 2010", 2010). 

 

Materials 

The purpose of this paper is to examine visual representations used in nation branding. As 

nation branding is mainly done by governments’ efforts, the material used in this study was 

chosen from official promoting organizations that are funded by the governments. Four 

promotional videos from Visit Finland’s and four promotional videos from Visit Korea’s 

YouTube channels were chosen to be analyzed with multimodal critical discourse analysis. 

The videos were chosen based on their funding institutes and because of their stylistic 

approaches. Both countries used series style in their videos and series have become the most 

dominant media genre of our time (Izgarjan, & Djurić, 2016). Moreover, as the videos are 

using styles, reality TV and drama, which are typical formats in entertainment, the nation 

promotion attempts are easier to disguise and make them look more natural than what they 

would appear in videos which do not use these stylistic approaches and are purely 

promotional. The aim is to find out what is communicated trough the videos, how nations 

communicate their brand through visual materials and do the videos serve their purpose, in 

other words, if they fit to the nations’ brand communication strategies. Furthermore, as 

branding is viewed in this paper as a tool for exercising soft power, the aim is also to reveal 

how the chosen countries try to appeal to foreign public. 

 

Multimodal critical discourse analysis 

Multimodal critical discourse analysis (MCDA) was chosen as a method for the study. MCDA 

offers a set of tools that allows to describe the elements and features in images, as well as how 

they work together to create meaning. MCDA is concerned how visual communication 

methods are used to create desired meaning. It is used to reveal if visual communication 

strategies have hidden ideological content and therefore try to shape the representations to 

the ideology’s advantage. Representations and other modes of communication are 

denaturalized, the absences and taken-for-granted assumptions are revealed, in MCDA to 

show the power relations buried in them. Society shapes visual communication but also 

visual communication shapes society. Thus, MCDA is interested in the role of visual semiotic 

choices in communication of power relations. (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). Therefore, MCDA was 

chosen to be used as a tool for the descriptive analysis in this paper. The tools are used to 

reveal what kind of representations the videos are using to transfer values, and how the 

representations do it. Additionally, MCDA allows to find out the patterns, similarities, and 

differences on the videos, which can be then compared.  
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Analytical framework 

This section introduces the analytical tools which have been used to examine and describe 

the empirical material. The carefully chosen tools further support to achieve transparency 

and more systematic approach in the analysis process. It is important to keep in mind that 

this research paper is concerned on how discourse is constructed through visual 

representations. The main aim of the study is to search visual discursive patterns used in the 

creation of nation brands.  

 

Discourse is not only used to construct of social relations, identities, and social practices but 

it is shaped by them. Thus, “the discursive strategies often represent difference within other 

countries as unity” (Zamora Barberá, 2016:22). Therefore, meaning is not an implicit part of 

the language but it is created through carefully selected discursive practices and 

representations used. These representations are political choices and they have an impact on 

how events and people are represented. Moreover, discourse generates knowledge which 

molds people’s views of the world. Thus, particular practices, values, ideas, and identities are 

promoted and naturalized through discourse. In this sense, nation branding discourse 

justifies or reproduces a “a certain social status quo or ideology linked to them“ (Zamora 

Barberá, 2016:23). (Zamora Barberá, 2016). To analyze how the chosen videos are used as 

vehicles transferring ideas and values, also, how discourses on the videos are constructed, a 

few MCDA tools were chosen. After the introduction of each of the tools, there are questions 

that are asked when utilizing the tool. 

Tool box: 

1. Denotations & connotations 

2. Settings 

3. Generic and specific depictions 

4. Modality makers 

5. Gaze 

6. Pose 

 

1. Visual representations can be seen as documentations of events. They denote, represent 

certain people, events, or places. To find out what a visual representation denotes, we ask 

what is in the image. However, denotation is not the most crucial purpose of visual 

representations. Visual representations use denotations to transfer abstract ideas to the 

perceiver. In other words, they connote concepts and ideas. Thus, to see what the 

representation connotes, we need to ask what values and ideas are communicated, and 

how does the representation communicate them. (Machin, & Mayr, 2012) 

- What is on the video? Why is it there? What does it represent? 
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2. Ideas, values, identities, and actions can also be communicated through settings. The 

setting can document the action and place in the visual representation or it can have more 

symbolic meaning. In the latter case, the items, people, places, and actions represent the 

values and ideas associated to them. Also, by placing people or items to the front of the 

representation, foregrounding and overlapping, can be used to create meanings. They are 

used to highlight the importance of the thing which is closest to the viewer. (Machin, & 

Mayr, 2012) 

- Where is the video shot? Why, does the place have a meaning? What is in the front, 

what is in the back? 

 

3. Generic and specific depictions are used to either fortify or to break stereotypes. In 

generic representations, the uniqueness and individuality of what is represented is 

emphasized. On the contrary, specific depictions are achieved through stereotyping, by 

representing what is perceived as typical for the item which is represented. The purpose 

of specific representations is to make the individuality and uniqueness to disappear. 

(Machin, & Mayr, 2012) 

- Are there stereotypes on the video? Why, what is their purpose? How are they used? 

 

4. Modality makers are used to create meanings in visual representations to make them look 

like they could be actual representations of actual events, people, and places, or to make 

them look unrealistic, having symbolic meaning. The visual modals are used to disguise 

and modify the truth of reality. Modality makers in visual communication are: adjusting 

the articulation of detail either what is in the front in the representation or the 

background, modifying the articulation of the depth of the representation, the play with 

light and shadow, editing the tone (is there only two shades of tonal gradation or multiple 

shades), color modulation (are all the nuances of the color in the representation or just 

one), and finally color saturation (varying from maximally saturated colors to only black 

and white). (Machin, & Mayr, 2012) 

- Does the video look realistic like it could be a documentary of a real event? Or does it 

look surrealistic? 

 

5. Gaze is an important factor when interpreting the attitude, identities, and character of the 

person represented. Where person in the visual representation looks at and how they look 

like are significant aspects when examining the relationship between the viewer and the 

person represented. In demand image the person in the representation is looking at the 

viewer, thus acknowledging the viewer. Moreover, a demand image is used to create a 
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relationship with the viewer, like social interaction it demands a response from the 

viewer. On the contrary, in offer images the person in the representation is not looking at 

the viewer, thus, no responses are expected. The representation offers information for the 

viewer’s consideration. (Machin, & Mayr, 2012) 

- Where is the person looking at? How, upwards or downwards? What does the gaze 

mean? 

 

6. Poses are significant vehicles when creating connotations in visual representations which 

are used to connote different values, identities, and ideas. Therefore, the parties 

constructing the representations can use poses to shape how the viewer perceives values, 

ideas, and the behavior of the represented people. However, the pose should be 

considered in relation to other iconographical aspects such as setting, objects, and 

clothing. (Machin, & Mayr, 2012) 

- How are the people on the video posing in relation to each other, or to the camera? 

Why, what does it mean? 

The analysis processes 

First, all the Finnish videos were analyzed followed by the Korean videos. The first step of the 

descriptive analysis process was to watch all the videos through to get the idea of the plot as 

both of the countries used series and continuous plots in their approaches. Then the scenery 

of the videos was analyzed: where the videos are shot and why. Then meanings of the flowers 

in the Korean videos were analyzed: what does the description contribute to the video. After 

that, all the representations from clothing to buildings were analyzed: why the 

representations are on the videos, what do the countries want to communicate through them. 

Then, the post-production of the videos was examined: are the visual modals exaggerated or 

does the video look realistic, or are the color etc. surrealistic. After the Finnish videos were 

analyzed, the analysist moved on to the Korean videos and noticed that there was a need to 

add more tools, gaze and pose. Those two tools played important roles on the Korean videos 

in constructing discourse. Furthermore, as the videos within one country used similar tools, 

the analysist had to change the approach for the descriptive analysis. Instead of repeating 

same used tools all the time, the videos were compared with each other within one country.  

 

Quality of the research 

Now that the descriptive analytical practices of this thesis have been addressed, it is crucial to 

discuss the quality of the research. Such aspects as reliability, objectivity, and validity which 

are typical when discussing quantitative studies cannot be applied to qualitative studies as 

such. The corresponding criteria in qualitative researches is trustworthiness. Trust can be 

reached through selecting a reliable sample and transparency in the analysis process. For this 
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study, a small sample was chosen to allow throughout analysis of the material. When 

assessing the conclusion, it is important to keep in mind that the analyses are influenced by 

the analyst’s interpretation. Therefore, to evaluate it, it is important to take into 

consideration the analyst’s rationale. Moreover, to recognize that by utilizing multimodal 

critical discourse analysis unaltered objectivity cannot be achieved. The trustworthiness of 

this study relies on the relation of between on the empirical data, methodological tools, and 

previously addressed theoretical presumptions. (Zamora Barberá, 2016) 
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Analysis  

This chapter introduces the promotional videos one by one. A descriptive analysis of the 

video follows each introduction. The results are discussed in the Discussion chapter. First, 

the promotional videos of Finland will be analyzed, followed by the analyses of the Korean 

videos. 

 

100 Days of Polar Night Magic 

1. The first video of the promotional video series is called 100 Days of Polar Night Magic: 

Stage 1. In the beginning of the video, the chosen explorers are introduced by using their 

images with their names. There are also a couple of nature shots. Then the video moves 

on to the actual action part which is the arrival of the explorers. It is shown how the 

explorers arrive with a Finnish plane, Finnair. As the explorers continue to their bus, a 

text arrives which states that before the adventure can begin, the explorers should have 

the needed skills and tools to survive. That works as a preface for the next action taking 

place. The explorers participate in a craft workshop in which they prepare knives for 

themselves. There are shots of the knife preparation process as well as two interviews in 

which two of the explorers give their views on the workshop. During the next activity, the 

explorers are introduced to cross-country skiing. While trying out the sports, two 

explorers are interviewed. The closing scene consists of two explorers sitting indoors 

recommending the viewers to watch the next episode too. 

      

As people gain their knowledge of distant countries through what is shown in the media 

(Avraham, & Ketter, 2008), Finland aimed to build its image of the nation as a mental 

construct on the video through three major manners by introducing innovation, traditions, 

and using stereotypes. Finland aims to be perceived as the country of innovation by others 

("Mission for Finland! How Finland will solve the world's most wicked problems", 2010). 

This goal is supported by the video as it shows the Finnish airline Finnair which was chosen 

to be on the 27th place on the list of the best airlines in the world in 2016, and on 8th place in 

Europe ("The Best Airlines in the World by Region | 2016", 2017). Furthermore, the video 

displays major Finnish brands. In this case, the nation brand has been used as an umbrella 

brand which allows the video to market not only Finland as a country but also as a tourist 
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location and its national products (Fan, 2010). Thus, the export point of view is taken into the 

consideration on the video. There are three big Finnish brands present on the video: Finnair 

which is the airline, Halti a clothing brand had provided the clothes for the explorers, and 

Salomon a Finnish owned company which is known for its sports equipment provided the 

tools needed for skiing. The usage of national brands is very common in the practice of nation 

branding (Fan, 2010). It has been researched that the quality of a product has an impact to 

the country’s reputation (Sun & Paswan, 2011), moreover, the reputation of the country has 

influence on the perceived image of the product (Kilduff, Object, & Núñez Tabales, 2016). 

However, even though the nation branding discourse is constructed through the usage of 

national brands, the brands have been integrated to the video in a way which makes their 

presence appear natural and the marketing purpose is not obvious. Discourse is constructed 

through the use of signs (Keller, 2013), in Stage 1, national brands’ purpose is to connote 

innovation. The second major aspect on the video is traditions. Series is the most dominant 

media genre and they are a very effective way to transfer values (Izgarjan, & Djurić, 2016). 

The knife building workshop on Stage 1 introduces a traditional crafting with the help of 

modern tools which are also used in the process in addition to the traditional methods (see 

the 2nd image above). Thus, both traditional values and innovation are connoted through 

modern tools in a traditional cultural setting. Furthermore, cross-country skiing is a very old 

form of transportation and exercise but it is done with modern equipment on the video. A 

nation brand does not only refer to the image of the country but also to all the things that are 

associated with that country (Wang, 2008). Media uses already existing stereotypes when 

representing countries. (Avraham, & Ketter, 2008). Stereotypes are cultural elements that 

carry no meaning but have a meaning linked to them (Fuery, & Fuery, 2003). Finland wants 

to promote its nature also ("Mission for Finland! How Finland will solve the world's most 

wicked problems", 2010). Specific depictions are used on the video to fortify stereotypes 

(Machin, & Mayr, 2012). This is done through settings (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). The video is 

shot almost entirely, apart from the closing scene, outdoors. Moreover, the images of Finnish 

nature which are shown on the video include pictures of snowy landscape and northern lights 

which are viewed very typical images of Finland in foreign media. The most wanted option by 

the governments on how to be shown in media, was the third one (Avraham, & Ketter, 2008), 

according to that manner, a country receives a lot of positive media cover (Avraham, & 

Ketter, 2008). And that is what this video is aiming for. The meaning on the video is also 

created through foregrounding (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). Even though the explorers’ accounts 

are given attention, presenting the action itself and the explorers participation to the actions 

are given more time, thus, making them more important part of the video (Machin, & Mayr, 

2012). Additionally, in the beginning of the video where the explorers are represented, the 

images of the explorers are slightly transparent and put on background which consists of 
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images of Finnish nature (see the 1st image above). The easiest way to classify visual 

representations is to divide them into unreal and real (Fuery, & Fuery, 2003). The modality 

on the video is used to create a documentary-like feel to it that the persons, places, and 

actions are actually happening in real life. Only in the beginning slow motion and saturated 

colors are used to give the video more sense of drama.  

 

2. Stage 2, is the second video of the series. The introductions of the explorers have been left 

out from the beginning of this video. For shooting this video, the explorers were 

transported to another location, from Rovaniemi to Saariselkä. The shooting time of the 

video takes place in the evening and night in dark setting. The explorers warm up in 

“kota” which is teepee-like hut by a campfire. They are given a task to take photographs of 

northern lights. The explorers move around in the location with snowshoes. Also, it is 

shown how the explorers set up the cameras for the photos, and they are asked to give 

tips how to take good photos. That is the first half of the video. The second half focuses 

completely on showing the nature. It is done by showing some of the photos that each of 

the explorers have taken but also by time lapse video. 

   

Stage 2 uses the same tools as the first video even though it differs from Stage1 in its 

approach. The explorers, brands, and activities are left with little attention, and the focus has 

been shifted to showing off the landscape and northern lights. Thus, the nation branding 

discourse is not done through the use of national brands. Moreover, the mental construction 

of the nation is done via stereotypes (Zamora Barberá, 2016) by showing visual 

representations of Finnish nature which are typical in foreign media. Therefore, the specific 

depictions which are used to reinforce the already existing perceptions on Finland are created 
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through the use of stereotypes (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). Moreover, the nation branding 

discourse is constructed by foregrounding. In addition to the action itself, the products of the 

action, the photographs are brought to viewer’s attention. Visual representations are used to 

influence on the viewer’s perception on reality (Stocchetti, & Kukkonen, 2011). Stage 2 aims 

to impact on the viewer’s mind by creating deeper emotional connection with the viewer by 

showing the photos taken by the explorers, thus sending a message “if they can do it so can 

you”. The same trick was used on Stage 1 as well during the workshop but this time the end 

results, images, were given more screen time than the knives to make a statement. 

Furthermore, in the end of the video a time lapse of the night sky with auroras is shown to 

show the movement of northern lights. Moreover, the longest interview clip on the video 

describes how experiencing auroras in real life feels like, and how it is completely different 

and much more impressive than what they are on images in general. The most important 

goals in building and managing brands is to create emotional connection and relationship 

with the customer (Wang, 2008). Visual representations appearing on the video are chosen 

due to their popularity or the ability to reflect the reality (Fuery, & Fuery, 2003). Therefore, 

the auroras were chosen to be shown, based on their popularity in foreign media, and as they 

are often associated with Finland. Furthermore, sometimes reality is more magical than 

fiction and auroras tend to have that magical sense associated to them. Additionally, as the 

setting of the video is night time, the colors appearing on the video are more intense and 

almost unrealistic looking compared to Stage 1 (see the image above). Visual representations 

can blur the thin line between reality and fiction, moreover, there is always a bit of disbelief 

in the relationship between the representation and truth (Fuery, & Fuery, 2003). Therefore, 

Stage 2 comes across more as a drama than as reality series (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). 

 

3. Stage 3 has been shot in Vuotisjärvi. During the Stage 3 the explorers are on a frozen lake 

and they make a hole to the ice to see if there are any fishes in the fishing net which has 

been under the ice. Then they prepare a dinner from the fishes outdoors on open fire. 

While on the lake, they are also accompanied by a dog. After the dinner, the explorers 

carry water with buckets from a hole in the ice to a sauna. They also heat up the sauna 

with firewood. Then when the sauna is warm, the explorers go to the sauna in two 

different groups, men and women separated. During the sauna, the explorers try out ice 

swimming. Stage 3 does not include proper interviews, but quick commentaries from the 

explorers while they are participating to the activities.  
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Even though Stage 3 also uses the same tools as 1 and 2, it offers yet another approach in its 

communication efforts than its predecessors. Stereotyping on the video is used to not only to 

reinforce already existing perceptions (Machin, & Mayr, 2012) but to emphasize the 

uniqueness of typical practices. Stereotyping is usually used when representing what is seen 

typical for what is represented (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). However, the purpose of stereotyping 

is to make the uniqueness to fade away (Machin, & Mayr, 2012) which is the opposite to the 

purpose of the stereotypes presented on the video. The main function of a nation brand is to 

differentiate the country from others (Wang, 2008), stereotypes are not only used to show 

the uniqueness of the country to create competitive advantage but also to raise awareness of 

the country and its customs (Fan, 2010) to create positive images of the country which help 

to construct the nation brand and can be associated to the brand by foreigners (Wang, 2008). 

The video introduces very traditional and common activities which are typical to Finns to 

point out the uniqueness of them as the practices might not be as common for people from 

outside of the country. Even though, Stage 3 uses specific representations of the activities 

such as ice fishing and swimming and sauna to reinforce stereotypes of Finland it does it to 

emphasize the generic depictions of Finland (see the image above) to set it apart from other 

countries (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). Therefore, Stage 3 is more focused on promoting the 

Finnish culture than the previous videos which concentrated on mainly on innovation and 

nature aspects, although, the brands and nature are present on Stage 3 as well, as the setting 

for filming was mostly outdoors. Nation branding can be perceived as a tool to create and 

maintain a nation’s competitiveness (Fan, 2010). The notion of nation brand being an 

umbrella brand (Fan, 2010) has been taken advantage of on Stage 3 also as one of the major 

national brands are displayed. The product placement is not as obvious as on Stage 1 as the 

only visible brand is Halti, the brand which offered the outdoors clothing for the explorers. 

Moreover, there are no closeups of the brand name nor the products as on Stage 1. Thus, the 

brand’s presence can be perceived as natural because the products are worn by the explorers 

while taking part in the tasks. Furthermore, in Stage 3 there are no playing with visual 

modals such as color saturation and special effects like slow motion as in Stage 2 to give it 
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more dramatic feel or to appear unreal (Fuery, & Fuery, 2003). Stage 3 is shot with 

documentary style with which it aims to provide a realistic representation of people, places, 

and activities (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). In addition, the switch from interviews to quick 

commentaries was done to collect ad hoc reactions from the explorers rather than in depth 

accounting of their feelings and thoughts of their experiences which makes the events on the 

video appear more real, authentic, and natural and not as marketing attempts. Stage 3 

connotes traditional Finnish values such as closeness to nature through introducing 

traditional practices and settings. The only scenes shot indoors were the dinner and when the 

explorers were in the sauna.  

 

4. Stage 4 begins when the explorers are in a cottage baking traditional Finnish Christmas 

treats, gingerbreads. The location is Muonio this time. The explorers also write a list of 

their wishes for the next year. The lists are rolled up and tied around with a piece of 

string. Then after finishing eating the gingerbreads, the explorers are transported to the 

woods on a snowmobile. There they throw the lists up to the trees. One explorer even 

climbs up to the tree to take a look at the list. Then the explorers sit by a campfire and 

feed some wild birds. When they return to the cottage, Santa Claus is there waiting for 

them. He gives presents to all of the explorers. The video moves on to a scene in which the 

explorers are standing outside of the cabin waiving their goodbyes to the Santa Claus. 

Stage 4 ends with an interview. Overall, it includes two interviews and three ad hoc 

commentaries.  

 

Stage 4 utilizes all the major tools used in the previous videos. The nation branding discourse 

is created through the national brands which can be seen to connote innovation. Thus, the 

nation brand works as an umbrella brand for other brands (Fan, 2010). This works as 

advertising for the brands as advertising is discourse about and through objects (Darley, 

2000). National Finnish brands are present in the form of outdoor clothing, gingerbread 

which was made to look like a Moomin character, and the gifts the Santa Claus gave to the 

explorers were wrapped in Marimekko paper (see the image above). Nature has been 



 

34 
 
 
 

constantly on display throughout the series and Stage 4 was no exception as some of the 

activities took place outdoors. Moreover, Santa Claus appearing on the video can be seen as a 

good promotion as it is a perfect example of a way of communication in which non-functional 

meanings and connotations are invented and connected to an item (Darley, 2000). Moreover, 

Santa has been chosen to appear on the video because of its popularity in media and other 

cultures (Wang, 2008). Therefore, Santa has an important role when constructing Finland’s 

national narratives and image. Furthermore, the symbolic codes reveal the bigger meaning of 

the representations (Fuery, & Fuery, 2003). Thus, Santa also has more symbolic meaning 

because of everything what Santa represents and what is associated to it. Thus, its image is 

used to fortify the already existing positive perception (Wang, 2013). Therefore, all the Santa 

and Christmas related aspects on the video can be examined as proairetic codes, because if 

they all the representations are linked, they create connotative meanings (Fuery, & Fuery, 

2003). Furthermore, the referential codes reveal when the representations are put into a 

cultural context (Fuery, & Fuery, 2003) that traditional Finnish customs were represented 

through baking the gingerbreads and meeting the Santa Claus. Thus, Stage 4 connotes 

traditional values (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). In other words, the cultural aspect is present on 

Stage 4 as well. Moreover, specific representations are used when the very stereotypical 

image of Christmas is constructed through the denotations of Santa Claus giving gifts. These 

representations are used to create the emotional connection with the viewer as well as the 

two interviews, one describing the traditional activities and the other how the experience of 

meeting Santa Claus felt like. When it comes to visual modals, Stage 4 is similar to Stage 3 

and does not use modality makers to create unrealistic feel and appearance to the video. 

However, the settings of Stage 4 differ from its predecessors as none of the scenes is taking 

place after the nightfall in the dark but during the daylight. All the other three videos 

included activities the explorers participated when it was dark outside. Nonetheless, Stage 4 

as the three videos before it represents traditional activities which take place in traditional 

settings. 

 

Miss Flower, A Love Story in the Language of Flowers 

1. Miss Flower Spring is the first video of Miss Flower series. It has been shot in six 

different locations which are famous tourist attractions: Hwangmaesan Royal Azalea 

Festival, Naganeupseong Folk Village, Gaesimsa Temple, Boseong Green Tea Festival, 

Gochang Hakwon Tourism Farm, and Taean Flower Festival. The video starts at the 

first location where a young woman is taking photographs of the view. Then a young 

man comes there too. The man is about to drink water but the woman takes the bottle 

from his hands and drinks all the water. The two continue to take pictures separately. 

This location was chosen to show blooming azaleas which are described with words 
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passion and fragility on the video. The video moves on to the next filming location in 

which the woman and man are now walking together taking pictures of the landscape. 

They separate for a while but then continue their trip together. The purpose of this 

location was to present persimmon trees which are described as beautiful resting 

places. The video shifts to the third location where the two make physical contact for 

the first time as the man helps the woman to climb up a hill. At this phase, the man 

starts to take photos of the woman. In this location, there are blossoming cherry trees, 

cherry blossoms are described as pure beauty on the video. The story continues to the 

next location where the first picture of the couple together is taken. Here the green tea 

field is introduced, green tea is described with the word memories on the video. At the 

next location, the man continues taking pictures of the woman. At this location, there 

are blossoming cole flowers which are described with the word cheerfulness on the 

video. The next scene is filmed in the middle of blossoming tulip field where the man 

takes more photos of the woman. Tulips are described with the words declaration of 

love on the video. For the second last scene, the couple returns to the fifth shooting 

location. There they take photos separately and another man approaches the woman 

but the woman goes back to her man. The video continues with the man carrying the 

woman on his back while they share earphones and listen to music. The scene is shot 

in the middle of green barley field. Green barley is described with the word flourish on 

the video. In the last scene, the woman is sitting on a bench taking pictures of the man 

while he is talking to his friends.  

          

Miss Flower Spring constructs the nation branding discourse through the usage of semiotic 

codes (Fuery, & Fuery, 2003). The narrative style itself, drama, is very typical for Korean 

entertainment, Furthermore, the video represented Korean dramas in general which are 

important export products for the country, both from the business and cultural point of views 

(Shuling Huang, 2011). Also, the drama style was used to establish emotional connection with 

the viewer. In addition, dramas work as very powerful tool in nation branding as they have a 

vast audience and they help to raise the awareness of the country (Wang, 2008), and 

influence on how foreign audience constructs its mental image on Korea (Zamora Barberá, 

2016). Furthermore, as visual representations are capable of blurring the line between real 

and unreal (Fuery, & Fuery, 2003), using a drama style is a good way to play with those limits 
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and mold the reality in viewer’s mind (Stocchetti, & Kukkonen, 2011). Additionally, the 

drama approach was chosen because of its popularity and thus vast reach (Machin, & Mayr, 

2012). Furthermore, due to its narrative style drama works as an advertisement as both of 

them use a manner of communication which is not naturalistic but more symbolic (Darley, 

2000). Moreover, the meaning on the video is created through gazes and poses which have a 

symbolic meaning (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). From the symbolic code point of view, the gazes 

and poses reveal not only the relationship between the actors on the videos but when put into 

a cultural context, they gain a deeper meaning and reveal typical cultural values and 

behavioral manners such as respect towards others and minimalistic expression of feelings 

(Fuery, & Fuery, 2003). The way the two actors looked at each other, exaggerating small 

gestures like reaching out of a hand (see the 2nd image above), and the childish behavior the 

actors are engaged in which connotes that they were falling in love (see the 1st image above). 

Moreover, the descriptions of the flowers were used to illustrate the characteristics of the 

actors and the progression of their love story. The settings of the video were taken advantage 

of as the storyline was built in a way that it enabled the video to promote the shooting 

locations at their bloom, thus allowing it to show the landscape of the country. Miss Flower 

Spring also introduced the history and the culture of the country through settings by 

representing old traditional buildings which were at the shooting locations. Even though, the 

video was shot in drama style the modality makers were not used to exaggerate to make the 

visual representations to appear surrealistic. Based on the use of the modality makers video 

could have been representation of real life and true (Machin, & Mayr, 2012; Fuery, & Fuery, 

2003). The video used slow motion, and adjusting the articulation of the detail by zooming in 

to closeups, and making some of the closeups blurry (Machin, & Mayr, 2012).  

 

2. Miss Flower Summer is the second video in the Miss Flower story. Like Miss Flower 

Spring, it too is filmed in six different locations which are tourist attractions: 

Wolseong Flower Garden, Juknokwon, Metasequoia Road, Myeongokheon, The 

Garden of Morning Calm, and Sangju Snake’s Beard. The first scene takes place on a 

beach where the woman, Miss Flower is walking by the water and dancing waltz 

alone. She is also reminiscing the time she was dancing waltz at the same place with 

the man. Then the next shooting location is a metro station where the woman sits on a 

bench watching photographs of the locations she visited with the man. Then the story 

moves on to Wolseong Flower Garden where the woman takes pictures of the flowers 

and thinks back to the time she visited the place with the man. In this location, yellow 

cosmos is introduced, it is described with a word affection on the video. Also, lotus is 

represented and described with words pure heart. Then the video moves on to 

Juknokwon to an avenue which is surrounded by bamboos, the woman continues to 
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take pictures of the plants and reminiscing back to the time when she was at the place 

with the man. Bamboo is described with the word fidelity on the video. Then the story 

progresses to Metasequoia Road where the woman keeps taking pictures while 

walking along the road and thinking the past. Then the filming location switches to 

Myeongokheon where the woman takes photographs of grape myrtle trees. She also 

sits on a porch of an old house and finds a stone which she hid under the porch the 

time she visited the place with the man, and again she is looking back in time. The 

next location is The Garden of Morning Calm where Miss Flower takes pictures of 

roses of Sharon and thinking back the time she spent there with the man. Rose of 

Sharon is described with words single heartedness on the video. The last shooting 

location is Sangju Snake’s Bread Garden in which the woman photographs snake’s 

beards, and reminisces the past when she was at the garden with the man. The video 

ends when the woman meets the man at the garden and they dance waltz together in 

the middle of the flowers.  

 

Miss Flower Summer uses all the same tools as Miss Flower Spring. It differs only a little 

from its predecessor. As a new element, the video introduces a bit of the urban side of the 

country as one of the settings of the shooting is located at a metro station (see the image 

above). The urban environment can be perceived as a symbolic code. When the urban setting 

is put into a cultural context and examined as symbolic representation (Machin, & Mayr, 

2012; Fuery, & Fuery, 2003) urban areas can be perceived representing busy life styles and 

everyday life, whereas the flower fields and nature in general represent peacefulness. Thus, 

the setting gets more symbolic meaning on the video (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). In matter of 

fact, the settings of the video have more important meaning than the events. Moreover, Miss 

Flower Summer represents the seaside of Korea for the first time. Thus, showing more sides 

of the country than just traditional buildings and inland landscape. As a new narrative tool, 

the video brings flashbacks, the memories of the woman of events that used to take place. 

This narrative method is used as a tool to create the feel of drama and the emotional 
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connection with the viewer. The video constructs of fifty per cent of the flashbacks and the 

other half of “the present” time. What also differs from the first video, is that this time the 

woman is alone in present time and not with the man. Furthermore, when the descriptions of 

the flowers are used to explain the story, the descriptions of them appear during the 

flashbacks, only two of them appear during the present time (rose of Sharon which meaning 

was single heartedness, and snake’s bread which meant endurance). Another interesting 

detail is that the cameras the two actors have had throughout both videos, are now shown so 

closely that the viewer can see the brand. The brand is American Sigma. This is an interesting 

choice as Samsung which is a major South Korean electronic brand also has cameras. Using 

national brands in building a nation’s brand is beneficial (Fan, 2010). Moreover, nation 

brand can work as an umbrella brand for national brands (Fan, 2010). 

 

3. Miss Flower Fall which is the third video of the series has been filmed in seven 

different locations. The first place where the video is shot at is Bukcheon Station. 

There the man from the previous videos and a woman who is now introduced for the 

first time, walk on cosmos field taking photographs. The man is a photographer and 

the woman is her assistant. The location has been chosen to show blooming cosmoses, 

flowers which are described with words a girl’s naivety. The two people also walk 

around photographing on buckwheat field which situates in the same location. 

Buckwheat is described with word sweetheart. Then the man and the woman set up a 

camp as the sun has gone down to drink by a lamp and to take some night time 

pictures of the nature. The next shooting location is Seonunsa Buddhist Temple. 

There the two people take pictures of lycoris field and walk in the forest where there 

are also lycoris flowers taking pictures of them. The man sees how the assistant is 

trying to lift heavy-looking back bags, and decides to carry them for her. Lycoris is 

described with words hopeless love on the video. Then the video moves on to the next 

location which is Naejangsan National Park. At the park, the man and the woman 

walk on an alley which is surrounded by maple trees. They also pass by a couple of 

traditional buildings and take pictures of the trees and the houses. The woman also 

offers a meal to the man. The two share the meal while sitting at the terrace of one of 

the buildings. Maple has been described with a word consideration. The next filming 

location is Hongcheon Ginkgo Forest. There the man and the woman walk on an alley 

which is covered by fallen yellow ginkgo leaves and surrounded by yellow leaved 

ginkgo trees. Again, they take pictures of the landscape. The woman also takes 

“selfies” pictures of herself but as the man sees that he steps in and takes pictures of 

her. Ginkgo is described with the word virtuous. Then in the next scene the woman 

walks on a street in unknown location and stops to look at a window of camera shop. 
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She notices a photograph which has been taken of the man and Miss Flower, the 

woman from the previous videos. The man comes and startles the woman but does 

not see the picture. The video moves on to the next location which is Siberian 

Chrysanthemum Theme Park. There the man and the woman are in a forest filled 

with Siberian chrysanthemums and take pictures of them separately. The flower is 

described with the word purity. The next location is Sunflower Field Festival. There 

the woman walks on a sunflower field taking photographs of the flowers. Sunflower is 

described with the word admiration on the video. Sinbulsan County Park is the last 

shooting location. There the man and the woman walk on a hill which is covered with 

pampas grass taking pictures of them and the landscape. The woman also confesses 

her feelings to the man. Pampas grass is described with the word kindness.  

 

Miss Flower Fall has similar approach and tools as the previous videos. Gaze and pose play  

major roles in constructing the discourse. When they are examined as symbolic codes 

(Machin, & Mayr, 2012; Fuery, & Fuery, 2003), they express the relationship and the 

evolvement of the relationship between the characters. Also, the descriptions of the flowers 

are symbolic codes (see the image above). The meaning of these previously mentioned 

symbolic codes becomes more important as on this video Miss Flower herself is not present 

but there is a new female character who gets most of the air time and her role is explained 

through the symbolic codes. Moreover, the drama is created through the use of those 

symbolic codes. From the beginning, the video builds up to the end when the woman tells her 

feelings to the man. The usage of one sided love and love triangles are typical in Korean 

dramas. This is the first video of the series that is not fully focused on the relationship 

between the man and Miss Flower, although it connotes about the existence of the 

relationship through the man’s absent gazes and a photograph which is on the video. If these 

representations, absent gazes and the photograph, are examined as symbolic codes and put 

into cultural context (Fuery, & Fuery, 2003) they can be seen carrying typical traditional 

cultural values such as loyalty and commitment, the man’s loyalty and commitment towards 

Miss Flower. Moreover, the video connotes traditional values in which men are seen 
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physically stronger and taking care of work which requires physical labor by showing the man 

carrying the woman’s bags. Furthermore, the video connotes traditional views on men’s 

position in a relationship and society as the woman on the video having the one-sided love 

towards the man is represented younger and more naïve as the man, moreover, she was 

working as his assistant, this gives the man a superior position towards the woman. Miss 

Flower Fall concentrates on showing the nature and there is no urban landscape represented 

like on the summer video. Similarly, to the previous videos Miss Flower Fall did not use the 

major national brand Samsung but the cameras the actors were using were from Canon and 

Sony which are both Japanese brands. 

 

4. Miss Flower Winter is the fourth video of the series and it introduces the winter in 

Korea. The video is shot in eight different locations: Everland theme park, Namsan, 

Sancheongdong, Deoksugung Palace, Changgyeonggung Palace, Beartree Park, Nami 

Island, and Deogyusan National Park. The film starts with a scene in which Miss 

Flower is getting her make-up done for a photo shoot in which she works as a model. 

The first shooting location is Everland theme park where Miss Flower walks around in 

a red coat and poses for photographs the man from the previous videos is taking. The 

trees and, attractions, and buildings are decorated with Christmas lights. The second 

location is Namsan in which Miss Flower walks around in a different outfit while the 

man is taking pictures of her. Then the video moves on to the third location, 

Samcheongdong, where the woman walks in the middle of traditional houses. Then 

the location shifts to Deoksugung Palace where she walks around in a different 

clothing. The fifth shooting location is Changgyeonggung Palace where Miss Flower 

walks around yet in another costume. Then the video moves on to Beartree Park 

where she walks on an alley surrounded by bear trees in two outfits. The seventh place 

is Nami Island where Miss Flower models wedding dresses for an outdoor 

photoshoot, the man takes the photos. The last filming place is Deogyusan National 

Park where the entire shooting crew is shown, and the wedding dress shoot continues 

led by the man. The video ends when the man says that he missed the woman, and the 

woman says that she missed him too and runs towards the camera wearing a wedding 

dress.  
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On Miss Flower Winter the discourse is no longer constructed by using flowers and their 

descriptions as symbolic codes. There are noticeably fewer flowers on this video compared to 

the other ones, moreover, there are no descriptions of flowers or anything for that matter that 

could explain the proceeding of the plot. What is similar to the other videos is the absence of 

national brands. The first scene of Miss Flower Winter connotes Korea being famous for its 

beauty and cosmetic products. However, the brands of the products used in the scene are not 

visible. Furthermore, the coat the man is wearing in the final location is from Columbia 

which is an American brand. The nation branding discourse is constructed through the 

settings, the shooting locations are important historical and tourist locations that carry 

cultural value, thus, they have been chosen to be represented on the video over the other 

possible locations (Wang, 2008). Although, the video continues to shoot the landscape and 

nature, the main focus is on showing Miss Flower as she walks in different locations wearing 

different outfits. Which means that the meaning on the video is created by foregrounding 

Miss Flower thus making her appear important (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). Also, unlike the 

previous videos Miss Flower winter is not shot in the middle of fields and forest but in more 

urban environment such as the theme park, and in historical places such as the palaces which 

connote traditions, and mountains where the final scene takes place (see the image above). 

Furthermore, the denotation of the wedding dresses connotes a happy ever after.  
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Discussion 

In this section, the findings of the analyses will be discussed. The chapter is divided into four 

main categories. First, each of the countries will be discussed separately to see which tools 

they used on the videos to construct the visual discourse, also it will be argued how well the 

desired values mentioned in the branding plans are communicated through the videos. Then, 

the similarities and finally the differences of the two countries will be discussed.  

 

Finland 

According to the Finland’s branding plan ("Mission for Finland! How Finland will solve the 

world's most wicked problems", 2010), Finland’s aim is to be perceived as an innovative 

country which can solve problems. The main three themes presented in the plan to achieve 

the vision were nature, education, and ability to “brag” about Finland’s achievements to other 

countries. The main themes that appeared on the videos were nature, traditional values, and 

innovation. Nature aspect was constantly present through the use of settings. The videos 

were mainly shot outside to showcase the Finnish winter landscape. However, nature was left 

to the background and the main attention was given to the activities. Traditional values were 

also communicated through settings as the scenes were filmed in places where the activities 

traditionally take place. Furthermore, the activities themselves are typical for Finns and they 

have a long history. Thus, those activities were represented to emphasize the uniqueness of 

Finnish traditions. Also, the stereotypes people outside of Finland have on Finland were 

fortified by representing those typical exotic activities, moreover, through the use of settings. 

The activities also got the main attention on the videos and they foregrounded the settings 

and people and their commentaries. Innovation was represented through exploiting Finnish 

national brands such as Finnair, Marimekko, and Halti. To summarize, the branding plan 

and the videos were in line to a certain extent. Nature was represented as well as showcasing 

Finnish national brands. However, education aspect was missing from the videos, 

nevertheless, the videos had a new theme ‘culture’ which was connoted through traditions.  

 

Korea 

South Korea has ten focus points in its nation branding plan launched by the government. 

The aim of the branding plan is to make Korea more appealing to the foreign audience. There 

are five main themes in the plan: increase Korea’s involvement in helping developing 

countries, help Koreans to become more international, turn the Koreans living abroad into 

Korea’s brand ambassadors, help the immigrants to settle in better, and to polish the image 

of national Korean brands. ("SAIS US-Korea Yearbook 2010", 2010). The main themes 

represented on the videos were traditional values, nature, and place marketing. Traditional 
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values were not only communicated through the settings in which there were old traditional 

buildings represented, but through the way the main characters behaved towards each other. 

Furthermore, the descriptions of the flowers were not only important from the narrative 

point of view to keep the plot progressing, but they also connoted characteristics and values 

which have been seen traditionally ideal to possess. Furthermore, the traditional values were 

connoted through the style in which the videos were filmed in typical Korean drama style 

describing a typical Korean drama love story. Moreover, the filming style and settings were 

used to reinforce stereotypes of Korea and Koreans that usually appear on dramas. Also, the 

meaning was created through the use of gazes which were used in typical Korean drama style. 

Nature was also represented through the settings as major part of the scenes took place 

outside. That enabled showcasing the landscape but also introducing some famous tourist 

attractions such as the flower fields, palaces, and the amusement park. Thus, the place 

marketing was also done through settings. To sum it up, there were two themes of the nation 

branding plan completely missing from the videos, and three themes that might have been 

indirectly represented. The themes which did not appear on the videos were how Korea is 

going to help the developing countries, also, how the immigrants will be assisted to settle in 

better in the Korean society. Furthermore, one of the main themes of the branding plan was 

to make Koreans more international, this aspect did not come across clearly, unless it was 

represented through the use of foreign brands in the cameras and clothing. Furthermore, the 

aim to polish of national brands did not appear on the video if it was done through place 

marketing and the places themselves served as brands, or if the actors are considered as 

national products. Also, the intention to make Koreans living abroad to brand ambassadors 

was left unclear, unless the nostalgic value of the videos is considered. In that way, the videos 

are made in a way that they create an emotional connection with the viewer who would then 

start to raise the awareness of Korea.  

 

Similarities 

Even though Finland and Korea had different aims and stylistic approaches in their videos, 

there are a few similarities to be found. One of the main aspects on the videos of both 

countries was showcasing the local nature through the usage of settings. Both countries had 

chosen to shoot the videos mainly outside locations. Another theme that had a significant role 

was traditional values. However, this was communicated differently. Finland communicated 

traditions and traditional values through the activities the explorers participated in, whereas 

Korea did it through the behavior of the characters and flowers. Nevertheless, both countries 

used settings to transfer traditional values as some scenes where shot in typical traditional 

locations, or there were traditional buildings represented. Also, what was missing on the 

videos of both countries were the same things. The two countries are both known to be 
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among the top countries when it comes to education or technological development. These 

two aspects were not given attention to on the videos, even though both countries had 

included education as one of their main themes on their nation branding plans. Furthermore, 

the videos were almost entirely shot in nature and urban environment was left with little 

attention.  

 

Differences 

Some differences in the two countries’ approaches can be distinguished. While, Finland was 

making the presence of some of its national brands known by displaying them on the videos, 

the absence of Korean national brands on its videos was noticeable. Moreover, the brands 

that were visible were foreign brands form for example Japan and USA. It has been said 

before that some major Korean national brands experience becoming associated with Korea 

negative for their image ("SAIS US-Korea Yearbook 2010", 2010). However, the brands’ 

positive image can influence on a country’s image (Sun & Paswan, 2011; Kilduff, Object, & 

Núñez Tabales, 2016). Also, the two countries had opposite stylistic approaches. Finland 

relied on reality TV-style in which the participation of the explorers and actions themselves 

played significant roles, whereas, Korea counted on its typical drama style creating a 

romantic setting for a love story. Therefore, in the Finnish videos the experience was sold 

through activities, when in the Korean videos, it was sold through the narrative itself. 

Moreover, Finland had used from down to top-approach in which the discourse was built on 

the explorers: their participation, interviews, and ad hoc commentaries which were not 

planned beforehand. On the contrary, Korea used from top to down-approach in its well-

planned drama style in which the narrative was written in advance. However, an interesting 

fact is that Korean government chose to use drama style which is typical for Hallyu, Korean 

Wave, which was created by the private sector, the entertainment industry which was 

answering to the market’s needs ("SAIS US-Korea Yearbook 2010", 2010). Furthermore, 

modality makers were used in Korean videos to give them more drama like appearance 

whereas their use on the Finnish videos was minor to keep them closer to the reality. Also, on 

the Korean videos the actors appearing were Koreans but on the Finnish videos Finns got 

very short amount of air time. Moreover, the discourse was built through the use of the 

descriptions of the flowers and gazes, which had no role on the Finnish videos.  
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this paper was to find out how to use nation branding as a tool of soft power 

the focus on visual communication. Countries use nation branding efforts when they try to 

influence to the foreign audience’s perception of the country. Soft power refers to the capita a 

country has that it can use to appeal to other countries or to exploit in conflicts without 

utilizing hard power such as military forces. Soft power consists of culture, political values, 

and foreign policy (Fan, 2008). Nation branding is the practice of creating the desired image 

of the country and choosing the most suitable communication strategies and channels to 

transfer the image to the public (Wang, 2013). Nation branding is closely related to another 

practice used in soft power approaches which is public diplomacy. Even though, public 

diplomacy and nation branding have similar goals, they differ in their origins, approaches, 

and target audiences. Nation branding has its roots in Europe whereas public diplomacy in 

USA. Public diplomacy is behavior related, when nation branding relies on visual 

communication. (Szondi, 2008) 

 

As the purpose of this thesis was to examine the construction of discourses in visual 

environment, qualitative empirical descriptive approach was chosen. All together eight 

promotional videos were chosen to be analyzed by using multimodal critical discourse 

analysis tools to see how the visual discourses were constructed and what values were 

communicated through them. The descriptive analyses showed how the videos were used as 

platforms to communicate traditional cultural values, to market places, and to showcase 

some national brands. The analyses also revealed that the videos were not completely in line 

with the nation branding strategies of the chosen countries.  

 

Nation branding has several functions, it can be used for example to increase a country’s 

competitiveness, promote business, shape national identities, promote cultural and political 

activities, and to change or to improve a country’s image, or to fortify already existing 

positive reputation (Fan, 2010). Both of the chosen countries used the videos to reinforce 

already existing images by using general depictions which are constructed through 

stereotyping (Machin, & Mayr, 2012). The videos were also used to communicate traditional 

cultural values through their representations by using the representations as symbolic codes 

(Fuery, & Fuery, 2003). Culture is one of the pieces that soft power consists of (Fan, 2008). 

Moreover, an effective nation branding utilizes a country’s soft power resources to promote 

the country (Fan, 2008). Both countries had also used the series approach in their videos as 

both video series were designed to have more than one video with a continuing plotline. 

Series are the most dominant media genre, and they not only transfer values but influence on 

the environment in which public discourses such as politics takes place (Izgarjan, & Djurić, 
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2016). Furthermore, both countries aimed to create an emotional connection with the viewer 

but using different approaches. Creating the emotional connection, and working as the voice 

of the brand are the most important goals for brand communications (Wang, 2008).  

 

Nation branding can be used as a tool of soft power when creating a positive reputation for a 

country. Visual communication is an effective tool when transferring desired values to the 

receiving audience. The visual discourse is constructed through not only representations but 

the connotations of the representations. Visual representations can be used to communicate 

different cultural but also political values. This study aimed to contribute to the field of 

communication studies on soft power and brand communication. This paper has its 

limitations as it is a qualitative critical study in which the sample studied was rather small, 

and the analyses are depended on the analyst’s interpretation. The number of researches on 

nation branding in communications field is lacking and there is a need for future studies on 

this topic. 
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