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Abstract

The article suggests an opportunity for nation branding of Russia via the 2014 Winter Olympics, set to take place in the southern Russian town of Sochi. The author provides analysis of the following: nation branding as a new marketing philosophy in Russia, event promotion vs. nation branding, pros and cons of the existing global experience, and challenges and opportunities specific to promotion of Russia’s international image. The emphasis is on the growing interest among Russia’s population in enhancing the nation’s international importance, recognition, and acceptance. The characters of the well-known Russian tale The Fishman and the Fish can be seen as a metaphor for such an approach to nation branding.

Alexander Pushkin’s poem The Tale of the Fisherman and the Fish, based on a moralistic folktale, tells us that once upon a time, somewhere in Russia, the Golden Fish promised to fulfill any wish of the Fisherman who caught it in exchange for letting the fish go back to the high seas. After meeting five demands for increasingly luxurious items on the part of the insistent Fisherman’s wife, the disappointed Golden Fish ultimately returned the family to its previous poverty. “Do not get too greedy, or you will end up with nothing!”- Pushkin moralized to his nation, which had experienced centuries of material deprivation.

…In due time everything changed. The “evil empire” underwent a transformation and sought to deal with the mysterious phenomenon of markets and the elusive concept of democracy by supplying discounted oil and gas to a slew of thirsty European neighbors. And the nation of fishermen and kolkhozniks, as well as revolutionary proletarians and exploited intellectuals, plunged into modern life with its superabundance of fancy temptations and endless official promises, its extreme corruption, and its deep division into those who have everything and those who don’t have enough. The Golden Fish seemed to have been caught… at least by the tail. What would you ask the Golden Fish for first? Consumer goods, money, a women’s paradise of materialistic fantasy? How about something less tangible: glory, fame, and global recognition?  Paying a high price, the country learned its lesson: Do not become too greedy… Instead, let’s keep our ambition within bounds by seeking to build international respect for the nation.

The July 2007 decision of the International Olympic Committee gave Russia a hope of accomplishing precisely that. The selection of the southern Russian city of Sochi, in a resort area known as the Russian Riviera, as host for the XXII Olympic Winter Games in 2014 created an unparalleled, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for the country to boost its international reputation and reshape the “red bear” image. The Sochi Olympics will follow the 2012 Summer Olympics in London, and that puts the unknown Russian town in the same arena as the famed British capital, where rich Russians, by the way, already have bought up everything of value. The only time Russia hosted the Olympic Games was the summer of 1980, in Moscow, and the event was boycotted by a U.S.-led block of Western nations in protest of the Soviet military invasion of Afghanistan. There is another interesting historical parallel here, with America’s deep troubles in a certain region of the world accompanied by the plummeting of the dollar. Thus the Sochi games may be not only the first winter Olympics ever held in Russia (by itself, a significant development for a nation that has won 293 Winter Games medals overseas), but also a huge international “comeback opportunity” to present a stronger, better, more glamorous image both politically and economically. 

It is widely expected in Russia that this triumph of Putin’s will also help the country become more open, prosperous, and democratic. The Russian government has pledged 12 billion dollars to develop the Sochi area as a unique winter sports oasis on the Black Sea coast, near the Caucasus, right at the crossroads of Europe and Asia. The city enjoys the northernmost subtropical climate on earth. The fantastic snow conditions in Sochi’s Krasnaya Polyana area cannot be found elsewhere in Europe; they provide excellent opportunities for Alpine skiing, sliding sports, and ski jumping. The city’s location is symbolic: it lies 1,500 km east of Athens, Greece, the birthplace of the Olympics. So the stakes are high, money is pouring in, the nation’s reputation is on the line, and Mr. Putin personally is supervising all the necessary arrangements in his beloved resort area, far away from Moscow’s intrigues.   

What Russians expect from this event, according to the Russian Public Opinion Research Center, is the following: increased prestige for the country (52%), a boost for athletic activities (48%), and a rise in national self-consciousness (26%). According to the daily newspaper Moscow News, 81% of the Russian population was in favor of the Sochi Olympic bid. That was the highest level of support among all the candidate countries. Almost 99% of young Russians (between the ages of 25 and 34) show an extremely high degree of interest in the event, though they are greatly concerned about the negative environmental effect of the massive Olympic construction under way in the Sochi area. Apparently, the international image and reputation of the great nation has finally become a matter of importance to virtually everyone in Russia.

From the Western perspective, the focal point of any global event, including the Olympic Games, is making tons of money. Would this factor become a driving force in Russia? That is unlikely, since the fuel-powered economy already has achieved a respectable level of macroeconomic sustainability. Instead, what the nation really needs is enhanced global status and identification as a unique and competitive brand in today’s world. In the past five years, many countries, including Australia, China, Croatia, India, Poland, Slovenia, and South Africa, have launched nation-branding campaigns via web, print, and television. Nation branding as a marketing and socioeconomic concept has been in existence since 1998, when a British consultant named Simon Anholt surprised the business world and the political establishment by asserting that places and nations can be viewed as brands. Since that time the idea has made significant progress worldwide. Many countries have realized the role of their reputation in attracting the attention of international organizations, foreign-aid agencies, and providers of technical assistance, as well as that of trade partners, investment bankers, and the global travel and hospitality industries. Positioning the nation as a global brand is becoming more and more popular and advantageous for small and big countries alike. Building brand equity requires time, persistence, and innovation.

Many new challenges loom here, in comparison with the launch of a new line of Colgate toothpaste or other consumer items. Many countries are confused about how and to whom they should sell themselves. Normally they use global media such as CNN and the Internet to create a campaign that mainly portrays them as good and hospitable. The campaign generally looks and feels like a tourism promotion, with mixed results, rather than a broad attempt to depict the nation’s comparative advantages within the global community. There are many institutional issues here: Who represents the nation? On whose behalf is the message being generated? What is the target audience? How to coordinate the effort under a single umbrella? Further, controlling and sustaining the nation’s image on a global basis presents a challenge, since it might be tarnished overnight by negative news from the independent media or accidental celebrity. 

One example of a successful attempt at nation branding is the “Bono campaign” using Vanity Fair covers to promote interest in Africa. Information from the global media has formed our image of Sudan’s tragic Darfur region and, on a positive note, has accomplished the rebranding of South Africa, taking it from apartheid state to bright economic star. Quite recently the dilemma of Kosovo’s status garnered enough press attention to put the region on the map, as was the case with the earlier civil warfare in Croatia and the former Yugoslavia. In branding terms, these examples are a bit confusing, since they mix a charity case with a new economic opportunity promotion. Honesty might be needed here to sort things out. Nations, like human beings, have both strengths and weaknesses. When you eradicate a weakness, the message becomes a song of victory, a paean that is not quite believable or retainable by the general international public. Moreover, the message is vulnerable to the latest government corruption scandals or large man-made disasters (such as the Minnesota bridge collapse in the U.S.).  

It is more productive and much cheaper to brand the nation through a global event like South Africa’s hosting of the 2010 World Cup or London’s hosting of the 2012 Summer Olympics. In the case of London, even the original release of the ultramodern Olympic logo in June 2007 created a global controversy that put the city back into the headlines around the planet and prominently displayed its bid to appear bold and forward-looking. The logo, designed by Wolff Olins at the astounding cost of 400,000 British pounds, is a stylized representation of the date 2012 in pink, blue, green, and orange. Former Prime Minister Tony Blair said in this regard, “London 2012 will be a great sporting summer but will also allow Britain to showcase itself to the world.” Well, even London needs to remind the rest of us periodically of its reputation.

Isn’t this similar to what Russians need and want? But do they live up to that expectation? The answer so far is, not quite. They managed to release a 2014 Olympic logo without any global sensation or even any real attention. It is a modest snowflake captured within the state banner. Obviously, the logo suggests winter in Russia. But is it new and fresh or globally appealing? Did the logo’s designers test it in a variety of international markets? I am not sure. The good part of this development is that Russian legislation now provides a full range of regulations ensuring comprehensive protection of the Olympic symbol, motto, flag, and hymn, the terms "Olympic" and "Olympiad," and other Olympic designations and Olympic-related marks on the territory of the Russian Federation. The additional measures adopted in May 2007 by the Russian Parliament reinforced existing regulations and brought Russian law into line with European standards in the area of intellectual property protection. But was there a loss of the original momentum to promote the nation via the Olympics? Not completely, I hope, since the event is now some six years away. 

The main focus of the organizers of the Sochi Olympics is currently on matters such as infrastructure troubles, the enormous scope of the new construction, tremendous road-building challenges, the electricity supply, the sewage system, revitalization of the hospitality industry, training of the service staff, and cleaning of the city neighborhoods. So far, the main investors at Krasnaya Polyana, the ski resort where the main Olympic events will take place, are the state-owned gas giant Gazprom, the aluminum magnate Oleg Deripaska, and the mining tycoon Vladimir Potanin. Selected as the first main foreign investor was the Austrian construction giant Strabag, co-owned by Deripaska and contracted to upgrade the roads in Sochi for an impressive $2.1 billion. British property developer Tom Rawlins and the managing director of the posh Hotel Baltschug Kempinski Moscow have been invited to build several hotels and luxury condos in the area as well. A number of Chinese companies have signed approximately $1.2 billion worth of construction agreements, including some in the Sochi area. As a result of this investment boom, land prices have been climbing continually, reaching the level of $100,000-150,000 per 100 square meters by the end of 2007. The Russian company M-Industria and the UAE’s Allied Business Consultants are trying to sell the Russian government a $6 billion project, a 330-hectare complex on a manmade island in the Black Sea only 15 km from Sochi, with a direct connection to the Olympic site. All these are good and important developments to move on and to talk about. 

What we fail to see clearly here is the global reach of Russia as host to the rest of the world during the Sochi Olympics. This aspect should be amplified, promoted more vocally and better planned strategically. It takes a group of talented professionals working constantly as a team, in close contact with the media, to pull this off successfully. Are such professionals in place? Yes, we are aware that the CEO of the Sochi 2014 Bid Committee, Dmitry Chernyshenko, was recognized for the best communication campaign of 2007 at the closing ceremony of the First Worldwide Advertising Forum, held in Moscow in September 2007. The award honored the professional achievements of Mr. Chernyshenko and his team, outlined to the Forum delegates in his lecture “Gateway to the Victory: Building the Sochi 2014 Brand” the previous day. A good beginning, at least! Meanwhile, the official Sochi Olympic site www.sochi2014.com in Russian, English, and French is rather plain, dull, and devoid of attention-grabbing, image-building material. It mainly talks about committees and the geography of the site. You would hardly expect to achieve global appeal with such tame, overly controlled information. 

Another powerful pre-Olympic promotional opportunity was lost at the annual International Economic Forum in Sochi in fall 2007. The gathering was aimed at introducing new Russian investment opportunities to the international business community. One of the Forum days was entirely dedicated to the Olympic plans and related investment opportunities. Eight billion U.S. dollars in private investments has been reportedly secured for the financing of Olympic projects, according to the agreements signed during the Forum. Altogether, a record number of more than 10,000 delegates from 19 countries attended the Sochi International Economic Forum in its three days. Including the Olympic projects, a total of 169 agreements and memorandums worth 23 billion U.S. dollars were signed, according to the evaluation report by the Russian Ministry of Economic Development and Trade. In attendance were ambassadors from nine countries and representatives of such famous international companies as Standard & Poor’s, Deutsche Bank, EBRD, Nestlé, Siemens, Ernst & Young, Freshfields, and others. Again, the PR strategic campaign and the global media should have been an integral part of the event and of every aspect of regional life. But did we see major international publicity and massive CNN coverage in this regard? There were sporadic efforts, perhaps, but the campaign was not consistent with the scope required for successful nation branding. Did the Forum expand nation brand awareness and improve brand image? The event was never designed by its organizers to achieve that goal; it was intended at most as an investment venue. The Olympic theme turned out to be a background for solving more important problems: Who gets what piece of the pie…

In fairness, we must point out here that acceptance of the achievements of Russian culture, science, and art in the West has always been high. From Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes to Coco Chanel’s inspirations in fashion, from Fabergé eggs to the first Sputnik, a nation that can do anything and challenge the world from every possible perspective has always been portrayed as grand, mysterious, and dark. Century after century since Peter the Great, many official Russian attempts to change and improve that image have been politicized and rejected by influential individuals and governments worldwide. Sometimes a breakthrough is more apt to be found by assessing the commonalities, rather than the differences, among nations. Global interest in sports is one such commonality that could serve as a foundation for newfound popularity and interest. An opportunity to change the nation’s image is desired from within and expected from without. This historical opportunity must not be missed again. This is a propitious moment for Russia to resume country’s pursuit of international fame, glory, and appreciation.      
Now is the time to start work on nation branding in Russia. The 2014 Olympic Games offer unlimited global appeal, huge potential, and new media opportunities for such an undertaking. It will require much in terms of effort, expertise, and resources. All these things the country already has in place. If not now – then when? Will the Golden Fish help this time? The most frightening possibility is suggested by the conclusion of the folk tale: “This time the golden fish did not reply, but turned and swam away out to sea. After waiting a long time in vain for any answer, the Fisherman retuned home – where he found his old mud hut, his poor old wife and a broken trough in front of her.” End of story, or just the beginning of another cycle of events? Who knows…

NOTE: The Fisherman and the Golden Fish, poem by Alexander Pushkin, quoted from translated version by Donna Richardson and Tatyana Stonebarger, Tradestone International, 2001.
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