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Abstract: In recent years the whole world has turned its attention 
towards Nation Branding. According to foreigners, Romania is 
characterized on the one hand by Dracula, Transilvania, Hagi, 
Nadia Comăneci and recently Dacia, on the other hand by crime, 
poverty and orphans. However, has Romania managed to become 
a brand? The present article presents the key campaigns in the field 
of nation branding for Romania. The method is the content analysis, 
the study objects are mainly articles from Romanian newspapers 
(Adevărul, Jurnalul Naţional, Cotidianul), as well as statements 
of relevant personalities from the Romanian advertising industry.

For a long time there was not much to talk about when it came to the brand value 
of a nation. At an academic level, the concept of Nation Branding introduced by 
Simon Anholt, the British Marketing Consultant, was not met with much enthusiasm. 
Nonetheless, this subject drew the attention of officials from the very beginning, and 
from then on it became a subject of worldwide interest. Much earlier than Nation 
Branding was the notion of a country’s ‘Image’, the so called Country of Origin Effect. 
This Image reflects what foreigners think of the culture, the people, the customs and 
values of another nation. Foreigners seem to think that Romania’s trademarks are, on 
the one hand, Dracula, Transilvania, Hagi, Nadia Comăneci, Dacia, and on the other 
hand, criminality, poverty and orphan children. Did Romania make it in becoming a 
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Brand?! Maybe not so far, but starting with the year 2000 there have been initiatives 
coming from both the government and private companies from various domains (IT, 
tourism etc.). 

The present paper aims to present the main Nation Branding campaigns for 
Romania. The method used for this purpose is content analysis, performed mainly 
on articles from Romanian newspapers as well as on statements belonging to relevant 
personalities from the Romanian advertising industry.

Theoretical observationsheoretical observations

For a better understanding of the complexity of the subject of Nation Branding, a 
theoretical framework is necessary before analyzing the results of the research. For 
that matter, three concepts constitute the background: Image, Brand and Nation Brand.

The psychologist Gerhardt Kleining was the first person to speak of the concept. 
He considers that the Image is the dynamically perceived and meaningful, more or 
less structured totality of perceptions, beliefs, ideas and feelings that a person or more 
people have towards something. (Kleining 1969, 24). In Kleining’s view, anything 
can become the object of an Image, as long as it arouses ideas, feelings, opinions, 
perceptions etc. The Image is the subjective portrait of reality, a portrait that is both 
psychologically and culturally oriented. It is the way that reality, or more exactly, 
a part of reality is perceived by a person or a group of people, based on their inner 
system of values (cf. Kleining 1959).

In the domain of political science, the notion of Image was first used by Walter 
Lippman and it was defined in relation to the notion of Stereotype. The American 
researcher Kenneth Boulding developed a complex theory, which considers the Image 
to be a decisive element in the structuring of the dimensions of human behavior 
and axiology. Boulding believes that the Image is very helpful for the perception of 
the surrounding world, the economic relations, for mechanisms of decisions that 
are reached through individual estimation of certain situations. As a psychological 
construction, the Image can reflect its object more or less faithfully. 

The Image is a multidimensional concept of rational, emotional and social nature. 
The Image comprises knowledge, experiences or perceptions that are related to 
the objective side of a company, product etc. The Image includes value systems, 
advantages, expectations, desires, hopes, constraints, fears, preferences and dislikes, 
sensibilities and feelings, in other words, emotional experiences that people have in 
connection to the object of the Image. Werner Kroeber-Riel, one of the pioneers in 
the domain of advertising and consumer behavior in Germany, defines Image as the 
impression that someone gets of an object. It renders the subjective opinions and notions 
of an object. (Kroeber-Riel 1996, 90). The Image occurs in an elaborate social context 
characterized by cultural values and even taboo elements.

Philip Kotler defines Image as the totality of perceptions that an individual has 
about an object (Kotler 1991, 85). Almost anything can constitute the object of an 



91

Image. Relevant for research in Marketing, Public Relations, Advertising and Political 
Communication is the Image of a company, a product, a label or of a public figure. 
Hence we can speak of the Image of a transnational Organization1, the Image of a 
country or the so called foreign Image (Kunczik/Zipfel 1998, 208-210). We can also 
talk about the Image of a private2 or a public institution, the Image of a political party, 
of a product, a brand or a public figure3. A positive Image usually generates a positive 
attitude towards the object, whereas a negative Image causes a negative response.

Among the most important functions of the Image we can mention orientation 
and simplification of reality. Both functions help in dealing with and mastering of 
the surrounding environment. In everyday life the individual (as a consumer and not 
only), has to make decisions all the time. Thereby it is not the situation as such that 
is decisive, but the way that the situation is perceived. The Image plays an essential 
role here.

The Swedish researcher Mats Alvesson gives four main reasons which explain 
the increasing importance of Image over the last decades: people are more flexible 
concerning their norms, values and perceptions of the world and life; this fact also 
brought about a certain amount of insecurity. Each individual’s natural need for 
security and each consumer’s desire to enter familiar territory create the prerequisites 
for the development of the Image generated industries. The second argument hints at 
the development of society—its complex nature denies its members the existence of a 
general view. The Image, through its orientation function, offers at least the perspective 
of a certain segment of society. Another cause for the high degree of relevance of 
Image in the present society is the development (in the services domain) of expenses 
for industrial materials with material traits that are easily tested. Obviously, not even 
services can be tested right away. The creation of Image and Image Management did 
not limit itself to the services domain, but in time it extended to industrial products as 
well. (Alvesson 1993, 122). Media development is in part responsible for the increased 
interest in Image creation and management. The contemporary trend in media content 
(especially in the case of tabloids or shows with high audience rating) is to make 
use as much as possible of sensational elements. The flow of information, in the 
form of press releases and conferences is increasing uninterrupted. At this stage the 
selection mechanisms interfere. So that the media can present a product, a company 
or an institution in a certain way, it is very useful to create pseudo-events. This went 
so far that pseudo-events have gradually come to overshadow spontaneous events as 
sources of impressions and attitudes... the communication of Images then becomes 
possible and also crucial” (Alvesson 1993, 122). To these elements we can also add 

1 For example NATO or the European Union
2 National or multinational company
3 TV-Star, Political Leader etc.
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the situation of sales markets, which are saturated at least for certain products. Mainly 
there is no difference in quality between products from the same domain and the same 
price category. On saturated markets the difference is given by way of presenting 
and promoting a product. Thus it is the Image that offers uniqueness4 to a product, a 
company or a service, and the Image is closely related to the concept of positioning 
(Kloss 2000, 18f).

The Image concept, as it is used in cognitive psychology, also presents problems 
like: many cases where it is difficult for the audience to discern and accept the message 
sent by the object5 of the Image. In the realm of communication sciences, this is a cause 
for extensive debate. A possible solution concerning the increase in efficiency of Image 
creation and administration processes comes from the domain of Public Relations and 
consists in the positioning of a communication model that is based on dialog and thus 
uses feed-back constantly. Psychology considers that each existing object offers the 
possibility of an Image6. In Public Relations, Images are created through association 
(gold will be associated with the winner of a contest in the Olympic Games). The third 
disadvantage that is presented by the psychological approach in comparison to the 
communication studies is the individualistic observation. Psychology differentiates 
between the Image and the Reality of an object. For Marketing and PR the Image is 
a type of reality. 

Corporate and/or business Image is directly related to other elements of corporate 
communication/ business communication, for example, corporate design and behavior. 
They can support the internal and external Image of a company. Even when the notions 
corporate Image/business Image and corporate Identity/business Identity are very closely 
linked, we must not mistake one for the other. The components of corporate identity 
are: corporate culture and corporate philosophy or mission. Business culture is based 
on the norms and value systems that are promoted inside the company. Corporate 
philosophy is defined by basic principles that refer mostly to the role of the company’s 
existence, to the examination and perception of the company and its purpose. Usually, 
corporate philosophy exists under the form of a motto, of a slogan etc. (Balaban, 2005).

Several synonyms were found that describe the notion of Image. In daily life 
some synonyms include: character, aura, renown, fame, reputation, prestige. There 
are several synonyms in the Marketing domain as well: company reputation, brand 
recognition, brand identity, brand style, brand personality etc. For a product or a 
brand, Image is a sort of personality. It is based on several intertwined elements, for 
example the Image of the country of origin of the product7, the Image of the larger 

4 unique selling proposition, unique advertising proposition
5 Company, Authorities etc.
6 For example gold, the Olympic Games, the winner
7 country of origin effect
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category that the product belongs to, the Image of the producer company etc. The 
following diagram presents the aforementioned situation: 

Producer Image      Product Image      Consumer Image 

         

  

Image of the    Brand Image 

country of origin 

 

Image of       Image of the products  

the distribution channel    belonging to competition 

Figure 1: Components of the Marketing Image (vgl. Kloss 2000, 118).

The notion of brand is very often used in advertising language. The brand is 
mostly defined as a mix of concrete or abstract attributes. If used appropriately, it can 
stimulate and influence attitudes and opinions. In a more simple perspective, the brand 
is an identification feature—a word, a notion, a symbol or a combination of these, 
that have as a goal the differentiation of products or services. This differentiation is 
vital in the case of a saturated market. A brand is more than just a word, a logo or a 
symbol that help identify products or companies. The brand is a multitude of emotions, 
perceptions, attitudes of the consumer towards a product. The brand establishes the 
perception of Image, lifestyle, status and refers to all characteristics of a product, be 
they factual, functional or emotional aspects of a product or service. (Balaban, 2005).

Nation Branding consists of the implementation of specific stages of the branding 
process, applied to a country. A clear platform has to be created, that consists 
of: defining the mission, creating a vision and establishing certain values. The 
identification of a clear brand identity is necessary – logo, slogan, Corporate Identity 
etc., the integration in a certain brand architecture, the implementation of the internal 
and external communication and, last but not least, the evaluation or the campaign 
results.

Each of these stages poses specific problems for Nation Branding. First and foremost, 
a nation has lots of elements that have to be taken into consideration, and this makes 
the branding process a very complex one. This also makes it more difficult for a clear 
platform to be created. Likewise, identity delimitation is a very complex problem, in 
which the usage of national symbols (flags, hymns etc.) is inadequate. In what brand 
architecture is concerned, the integration of specific elements in the Nation Branding 
is advisable. In this case we are talking about successful elements in that particular 
country, elements that have gained certain notoriety. Apart from this, there is also 
the problem of positioning. In the competition on the international tourism market, 
the competitive advantage is offered by the identification and application of what 
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is specific and representative for the respective country. Internal communication 
and external communication are in their turn, a complex problem as well, when the 
processes of classification, segmentation of the environment, targeted advertising have 
to be commenced. One must pay attention to the fact that international communication 
is not easily achieved and sometimes implies high costs. 

The most important Nation Branding campaigns in RomaniaThe most important Nation Branding campaigns in Romania

The year 2005 is well known for the initiative of the non-governmental youth 
organizations, under the patronage of the Ministry of Culture. This initiative was 
materialized through the Imagine Romania project. This involved the participation of 
several NGOs that were united under the name Grupul de Iniţiativă pentru Promovarea 
Imaginii României8. These NGOs focus their activity on organizing seminars and 
workshops on this subject. They established the goals of the campaign and connected 
them to raising the awareness of the opinion leaders in Romanian society, respectively 
to the necessity of such actions, followed by a later implementation of these ideas. 
The initiative group was firmly convinced that situations and mentalities could be 
changed more through meetings and discussions.

Fabulospirit9, a complex and complicated play on words, and the rest of the campaign 
tried to do away with negative perceptions. This campaign was organized in 2006 as 
an initiative of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, led by Minister Răzvan Ungureanu. 
The alloted budget was equally fabulous, at least at a theoretical level, since the 
targeted budget summed up around 2-3 million Euros, but in reality, the company 
GAV/Scholz&Friends received a paycheck for 110.000 Euros for the aforementioned 
slogan. The campaign was harshly criticized in the Romanian media. The Image, a mix 
of fabulous and spiritual dimensions, tried to describe the Romanian people: on the 
one hand, they are spirited, they live and work with passion, and on the other hand, 
they have fabulous traditions and tales. Originally, a media plan was set up, that was 
supposed to be spread across Europe. Spots were supposed to be broadcasted on the 
best known European television channels for two months. 

The scope was to win over the international press by using a mixed Image of Latin 
and Balkan traits and interventions from the Public Relations Department. Broadcasters 
with a touristic profile were avoided, because the drawing up of a touristic Image 
was declined, according to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. There was considerable 
criticism in the media concerning the decision of the Ministry, as far as the chosen 
advertising agency and the chosen slogan are concerned. 

Due to the fact that the same agency presented itself honorably in the case of the 
project Normal, Sibiu10, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs decided that the success of 

8 The group of initiative for promoting Romania’s image
9 Romania is fabulous and has spirit(s)
10 Naturally, Sibiu (European Capital of Culture in 2007)
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this campaign would also be assured. The basic idea that everyone counted on was 
a visual Image of the Romanians and this was the starting point. This explains the 
choice of a company that is specialized in advertising. 

It was a process, in which the value potential of the Romanians was subject to 
interpretation. This campaign marketed figures and cultural dimensions that until 
that very point had been more or less known to the public, more or less conclusive for 
the Romanian culture. An increase in the credibility of Romania’s Image was hoped 
for, increase that would multiply Romania’s possibilities to develop, after many years 
of negativity and doubtful reputation. The belief that each country has that ‘special 
something’ that makes it unique, stands at the very core of each successful strategy. 
In a campaign, that special something can be correctly identified and either used 
accordingly, or it can be implemented incoherently. 

In the case of Romania, the essence of its cultural values was reduced to one word- 
Fabulospirit. Actually, the same recipe was used here, as for all other campaigns: a team 
was put together, but the tasks were given following different purposes. Consequently, 
because of the lack of a sustained common effort, Romania’s branding project failed 
to be a unitary one. 

The Romanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs supported the idea for this campaign, 
the Ministry for European Integration pursued superficial advertising in the media 
abroad, the Ministry of Tourism tried to attract tourists through different campaigns, 
while the Ministry of Economy encouraged IT experts and the Ministry for Culture 
started the campaign Sibiu – Capitala Culturală Europeană11. This is how the Romanian 
Country Branding fiasco spread itself.

What was missing in all of these attempts was an efficient coordination process. At 
the same time, the international media started to be increasingly aggressive towards 
Romania’s Image and the Romanian government started to realize the importance and 
necessity of Country Branding in Romania. 

In spite of the obvious urgency of this matter, months were passing by and the 
government was still not reaching a decision concerning the start of the auction for 
the idea Fabulospirit. The paradox became even clearer as the president of the Agency 
for Governmental Strategies, Mr. Alfred Bulai, announced the issuing of a manual of 
visual identity for Romania. This led to theoretical advice and endless discussions and 
the fact that Romania was still missing a real nation brand was ignored once again. 
This was all happening in times when it was already clear that Image dictates the 
rules of international survival. As for the campaign Fabulospirit, there were different 
opinions: some thought that it was a good idea that would only work if it was well 
marketed, while others believed that it was not sending the right message about 
Romania and its citizens. 

11 Sibiu – European Capital of Culture
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Over the last years there have been campaigns that can be considered efforts 
towards the final goal, that of creating and promoting a brand for Romania. The 
contribution of each domain belonging to the branding process should create a unitary 
result that should usually be supported and promoted by the government. Political 
events, national brands that are known abroad, sports, arts, culture—all these create 
the shape of a nation’s brand. 

In the ’90s, when Romania was still in the transition period after the ’89 revolution, 
there were several campaigns, very different in approach, style and outcome. The 
year 1989 was the moment when national symbols were redefined: a new flag, new 
hymn, and new country name. These elements, belonging to the Nation Branding 
domain, were of decisive importance. In most cases, the debates and controversies 
concerning the creation of the country’s Image were supported by attempts to find 
solutions and answers. 

Another telling example stems from the year 2001: the project Fabricat în România12. 
This project involved economical experts, local authorities and the media, which 
helped to market the Romanian products. The exquisite quality of the Romanian 
products was placed in the foreground of the campaign, and Romanians, as well 
as foreigners were encouraged to appreciate them. Even if foreigners use products 
that are made in Romania, they do not know their origin, or they simply ignore this 
aspect. The purpose of this program and the connections to the nation-Image lay in the 
actions of promotion and encouragement of Romanian products and in the persuasion 
strategies—encouraging the citizens to choose these products. All the undertaken 
actions aimed towards removing all the negative aspects, the stereotypes that were 
used to characterize Romanian products, aspects which more often than not could 
only be considered utopian. 

The failure of the program could only be explained on the one hand by the faulty 
Romanian mentality: it was believed, that the Romanians would rather buy imported 
Western products of poor quality than local products. On the other hand, according to 
other opinions, the high prices of Romanian products kept people from buying them. 
But the preference of the Romanians for western products has rather historical roots. 

During president Iliescu’s governance, the photo album Eterna şi fascinanta 
Românie13 cost the Romanian budget about 6 million dollars, without any adequate 
and positive feedback. 

Even if we previously mentioned the fact that the attempts to create an Image for 
Romania have intensified over the last years, there are written files that prove that the 
decision to produce such an album existed already from the year 1994. That was a year 
when Romania’s Image suffered a lot because of the repeated revolts of the miners. 
In those times, pictures of these revolts were published worldwide and appalled the 
public opinion everywhere.

12 Made in Romania
13 Romania, eternal and fascinating 
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The new branding idea was quickly accepted in the government and from then on 
things started to develop quickly. The idea was materialized by the contract signed 
by the government and Group Saintonge Edition. According to this document, 97.000 
Albums were supposed to be printed. The enthusiasm for this idea was considerably 
high because this was the chance to attract investors and foreign tourists. But things 
did not go as planned: when the deadline came and the contract expired, only 10.000 
albums were printed, of which only about 4000 got to Romania.

In an analysis of the albums dedicated to Romania and Romanians, the quality of 
the photos was pointed out, which also accounted for the high publishing costs. As 
soon as these high costs became known to the Romanian public, this campaign started 
to receive a lot of attention. The original version of the album with 513 illustrations was 
in French and was printed with the title Eternelle et Fascinante Roumanie. Afterwards 
it was supposed to be translated into Arabic, German, Spanish, Italian and last but 
not least, Romanian. The book was then supposed to be distributed in 96 countries, 
from Afghanistan to Zimbabwe, Greenland, China, Taiwan etc. It is still not known 
to today how many books reached their destination. 

The proposal for distinction that the album was based on was the symbol ‘woman 
from the country’. Pictures were taken of various women from different regions in the 
country. Practically this meant using the stereotype of Romania being a woman from 
the country. Apart from play on words and picture setting, no other elements that 
would include geographical sites, national cultures or economical potential were used. 
Among the slogans of the Agency for Governmental Strategies we mention: Marca 
de aur14, Tehnologia salvează România15, Românul s-a născut poet16 or Creativ din 
fire17. The aim of these slogans was to transform Romania in a much more attractive 
country for tourists. These campaigns, accompanied by the aforementioned slogans 
were meant to give tourists and potential investors the possibility to explore the 
advantages of this country. 

Another campaign was entitled România, mereu surprinzătoare18. The goal of this 
campaign was to promote Romanian tourism. It started in the year 2004, as the social 
democrats were governing the country and a sum of 1.7 million dollars was invested 
in this endeavor. The campaign was created by the agency Ogilvy&Mather. The slogan 
Simply Surprising was revoked in January 2007 by Richard Batchelor, international 
consultant, on the grounds that it was not representative of Romania. Because Romania 
did not yet have an Image in tourism, this aspect became a priority. 

14 The golden mark
15 Technology saves Romania
16 Romanians are born poets
17 Creative from birth
18 Romania, always surprising
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The brand of the country was supposed to be supported by economic, social, 
political and marketing programs. The targeted media included were TV broadcasters, 
like BBC, CBS and TV5. These broadcasters were supposed to free the land from 
stereotypes, but instead they only deepened the impression of falsehood and lack of 
solidarity amidst the nation. 

The Danube Delta, the monasteries, the castles and fortresses have enormous 
potential for Romania. But the huge information volume concerning these places 
only made the message more unclear for the foreigners. Additionally, allegations were 
made that this campaign was inspired by Indian and Turkish spots, broadcasted by 
CNN. The association between brand and tourism could not be created: no significant 
increase in the number of tourists was registered. 

Another campaign tried to promote Romania using IT means. This project took 
place in the year 2004 and was supported by the Ministry for Economy and Commerce. 
The quality concept was merged with that of IT, which is a perfect combination. The 
longevity of the project Romania IT is a reality and it is hoped that in the year 2009 
the results of this campaign shall be revealed. The basic idea behind this campaign 
is Talent creativ si excelenţa tehnica19, an attempt to underline the high quality of the 
technological services in Romania. 

In 2004 the campaign Fresh look at Romania started. The core of this campaign 
was constituted by the business opportunities that Romania offers. The Ministry for 
European Integration was charged with this campaign and addressed itself to the 
following media for propagation: The Financial Times and The Economist. Unilever and 
Coca-Cola supported this campaign as well. The two international companies revealed 
to The Economist how they achieved success on the Romanian market. The funds from 
this campaign came from state as well as private sources. The presented data came 
from the economical domain and depicted the situation of the Romanian economy. 
The articles were released 3 times between April and June and were followed by a 
market research and an evaluation. The impact on the public opinion, as well as the 
improvement in Romania’s Image was thoroughly analyzed. The companies praised 
their commercial prosperity in Romania and declared that they consider Romania’s 
integration as a great chance for the country’s future development in the business areas. 

The year 2005 marked the revival of the interest in the Romanian Nation Branding. 
The advertising agency Grapefruit created the website www.brandingromania.ro. The 
purpose was to have a portal with articles and discussions on the subject of Romania’s 
Brand. It was thus observed how the issue of branding was seen by the public opinion. 
Despite this initiative, many ideas that emerged on this forum were never further 
developed and they remained only as potential projects. 

The latest campaigns were implemented last year. These are national branding 
campaigns that addressed Spain and Italy, commenced at the initiative of the 

19 Creative talent and technical excelency
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs and with the support of the Agency for Governmental 
Strategies. Carried out between September and December 2008, the campaign was 
entitled Români pentru Europa20 and it cost 30 Million Euro. The campaign comprised 
several approaches: two websites (www.romaniapiacerediconoscerti.it and www.
holasoyrumano.es), two documentaries, two presentations of Casa România21 in Rome 
and Milan (a traditional Romanian house built in the middle of several marketplaces), 
100 copies of a 16 page info magazine which was handed out in Italy, TV spots with 
a length of 15 to 30 seconds, broadcasted in Italy and the fitting of logos on the 
equipment of the runners in the Monza race. In Spain, two other conferences were 
organized on the economic cooperation between Romania and Spain, 20 Spanish 
journalists were invited to Bucharest and 765 posters were put up in 7 Spanish cities. 

Official data shows that these investments were worth it and that the positive 
attitudes of the Italian people towards Romanians have increased by 24% since April 
2008. 

ConclusionConclusion

There have been many initiatives in the past and there are probably even more to 
come. The trend that can be observed so far in these branding campaigns is that of 
particularizing. In the beginning, these campaigns had a rather abstract orientation; in 
time, the target groups were narrowed down and there were attempts to reduce the loss 
possibilities as much as possible. The first steps towards a unitary Nation Image were 
taken. Another very important factor is the government’s involvement in an efficient 
implementation of the strategies. When the public and the private sector cooperate, 
when culture and sports are incorporated in a long term, unitary project, then there 
are for sure promising perspectives. Romania’s current negative Image is caused by 
lack of information about Romania in the international media, because there is no 
definite information to begin with. Important changes in the attitude and perception 
towards Romania will only take place when this problem is considered a state priority 
and not only a marketing issue. For we all know, where there’s a will, there’s a way! 
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