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PUBLIC DIPLOMACY AND NATION BRANDING: IS THERE A NEED TO ESTABLISH
A PHILIPPINE NATIONAL BRANDING COUNCIL?
by Maria Anna Rowena Luz G. Layador and Darlene V. Estrada

The Philippine Chairmanship of ASEAN in 2017 is an opportune time to revive the National Branding Council proposal made
by the Management Association of the Philippines (MAP) in 20121 to build the international image and reputation of the
country.
Nation Branding is an important tool in managing a country’s identity across the globe 2 forming part of public diplomacy
(PD). PD covers aspects such as inducing appeal by influencing public opinion using information, education and culture. This
has long been strategically employed by the Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA). Nation branding, on the other hand, is a
related concept but not new to Philippine government agencies such as the Department of Tourism and the Department of
Trade and Industry. Nation branding, however, entails knowing the country—its people, products, and how it is perceived by
other publics.
Other Asian countries such as South Korea and Japan have adopted national branding to enhance their soft power. An indicator of their success is the latest results of an international perception survey, in which these two nation brands have been
topping the global charts.3 Based on available data, Japan, in particular, has increasingly improved its standing since 2009.

Source: Country Brand Index 2009-2014

But what lessons can the Philippines learn from the South Korean and Japanese experiences in institutionalizing a National
Branding Council?
South Korea and Japan as models?
The turning point in South Korea’s nation branding efforts was in 2009. President Lee Myung-bak created the Presidential
Council on Nation Branding (PCNB) to deal with the country’s underdeveloped international reputation. 4 The PCNB was
tasked to address international perceptions proactively instead of passively accommodating negative publicities.5 In March
2009, the PCNB launched its nation branding program comprised of the following point actions: promoting taekwondo,
launching World Friends Korea, conducting a Korean Wave technological aid, producing Global Korea scholarships, increasing
external humanitarian aid, developing cutting edge technology, and supporting the global citizenship of Koreans. 6 Finally, an
“ambassador for public diplomacy” was appointed to manage the country’s public diplomacy strategies.7
Aimed at improving the image and reputation of Japan, the Japan Brand Working Group was established by the Intellectual
Property Policy Headquarters in 2004 to set the directions for the nation branding initiatives of the country. 8 Its mission was
to carry out in-depth discussions on three Japanese cultural aspects – food, local brands and fashion.9 The Japan Brand
Working Group (JBWG), is a body solely responsible for setting the policies, but the execution of plans was left to various
government agencies and organizations in the private sector.
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Contextualizing Philippine National Branding Council
Can we do it? The environment now appears to be more conducive and strategic for nation branding and public diplomacy
programs. The Philippine hosting of APEC was an avenue by which nation branding could have been useful. The Philippine
Chairmanship of ASEAN in 2017 provides another opportunity to showcase the Philippines, its culture and products. The prospect of adopting strategies for nation branding becomes less difficult with the increasing use of the social media. However,
one likely consequence of taking up this recommendation is the creation of another institution: a Philippine National Branding Council. The Council could comprise of representatives from the National Competitiveness Council, Department of Foreign Affairs, Department of Tourism, Department of Trade and Industry, National Commission for the Culture and the Arts,
Department of Education, local government units and key partners in the private sector.
Challenges ahead
However, establishing a National Branding Council is no simple task. Support from key stakeholders – the government, the
business sector and the public must be on board on this project. And most importantly, financial support from the government will be crucial in the establishment of this council. Once the council has been set up, the challenge is maintaining
smooth coordination between and among the government and private sectors. Another issue is harnessing the power of the
Philippine diaspora around the world.
But the most important challenge is having clear branding image objectives – what is it for? Is it to attract investments? Is it
to increase competitiveness of the country’s exports? Is it for tourism or destination branding? Is it to become an education
hub? In other words, the key objectives including messages must be clearly defined.
Moving forward
With numerous regional activities in the horizon, a National Branding Council will be timely and strategic. The DFA can play a
role in nation branding efforts by broadening the reach of nation brand promotions through its Foreign Service Posts. Central to all this is the cooperation among agencies involved and the government must be proactive in dealing with negative
publicities. The private sector and the Filipinos abroad are significant actors whose active participation can assist the National Branding Council’s projects. After all, projecting a good nation brand – making it global, is a coordinated national effort.
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