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Abstract 

 

This research investigates the interaction between corporate branding and nation 

branding using the case of Swedish nation branding on Volvo’s international 

Instagram channel. It aims to find out which topics of the Swedish nation brand are 

addressed by Volvo and where and how frequently the references are placed. 

Furthermore, the goal is to understand how the Swedish nation brand is 

communicated multimodally and how it is perceived. This research draws upon the 

concept of nation branding in general and the Swedish nation brand particularly. 

Upon the following examination of the interaction between companies and nation 

branding, the advantages become clear. However, it is also apparent that there is 

currently a lack of research on the usage of the Swedish nation brand by companies. 

Based on Mayring (1994), a content analysis of 164 posts from a one-year period 

was conducted to examine with which topics, where and how frequently the 

Swedish nation brand is communicated by Volvo. Multimodal critical discourse 

analysis based on Machin (2016) of three different posts gives examples of how the 

communication is implemented multimodally and how users react on it with 

comments. The findings show a clear focus on safety, sustainability, countryside 

and design with interesting results for the usage of niche categories in the 

automobile industry. The Swedish nation brand is often indirectly communicated, 

not pointing out the country itself but instead representing its values, culture and 

geography. The examples of the multimodal critical discourse analysis show that 

the Swedish national culture and the nation’s values are presented as more 

important than Volvo’s brand, while Swedish geography serves to highlight the 

car’s qualities and its heritage. The analysis of the comments show that the 

categories of the Swedish nation brand are recognized, but the posts are not 

associated with Sweden unless it is very obviously represented. 
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1 Introduction 

 

Sweden – Pippi Longstocking, cinnamon buns, ABBA and Zlatan Ibrahimovic. 

These might be common associations with the Nordic country. One cannot deny the 

popular exports that have shaped several childhoods and a whole generation’s taste 

of music, but Sweden is more than that. Swedish exports are part of people’s 

everyday lives worldwide. With IKEA, Volvo, H&M and Spotify, Swedish 

products globally take over rooms, streets, wardrobes and phones. Some companies 

openly communicate their Swedish heritage, while others try to be perceived as 

global brands. In this study, the interaction between companies and nation branding 

will be examined using the case study of Volvo’s international Instagram channel 

regarding the Swedish nation brand. 

Nation branding has been a much discussed and debated concept in previous 

literature (Kaneva, 2011). But whatever positions were taken, it cannot be denied 

that every country needs a favourable brand to join the global competition (Davis, 

2013). Among all the advantages a positive nation brand might involve, it can help 

to promote a nation’s export (Lampert & Jaffe, 1998), as nation attributes are 

projected on companies and products (Al-Sulaiti & Baker, 1998). Therefore, it is 

interesting to examine how companies take advantage of successful nation brands. 

This interaction will be investigated using the example of Volvo’s international 

Instagram channel with the aim of answering the following questions: 

 

1. With which topics, where and how frequently is the Swedish nation brand 

communicated by Volvo? 

2. How is nation branding communicated multimodally by Volvo through 

posts on its Instagram channel and how is it perceived? 

 

To answer the first question, content analysis based on Mayring (1994) will be 

conducted on all 164 posts from a one-year period (April 2018 – March 2019) on 

Volvo’s international Instagram channel. The second question will be approached 

with MCDA following Machin (2016), which will be performed on one post per 

category. 
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Chapter 2 will provide relevant background on nation branding and on the 

interaction between nation branding and corporate branding in general and in 

Sweden. Furthermore, the Swedish nation brand will be investigated and 

categorised. Chapter 3 will present the case of Volvo and the research questions, 

the methodology employed will be outlined. The analysis will then be presented in 

Chapter 4. Chapter 5 will conclude with a summary of the study, results and 

discussions, its limitations and its aims for future research. 
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2 Literature review 

 

In the literature review, previous research on the concept of nation branding will be 

presented chronologically. The Swedish nation brand will be discussed and 

categorised afterwards. Furthermore, the interaction between nation branding and 

corporate branding will be investigated to finally discuss the current research on the 

interaction between companies and the Swedish nation brand, focusing on Volvo 

and the existing research gap. 

 

 Nation Branding 

The term nation branding was coined by branding expert Simon Anholt in 1998, 

who claimed that there is no difference between a nation and a soft drink in terms 

of branding as the same marketing instruments can be applied to both. The 

characteristics of nation branding have been discussed by researchers ever since. 

Gudjonsson (2005) divided the different positions towards nation branding into 

three groups: absolutists, moderates and royalists. Absolutists equate a nation with 

a brand like Anholt (1998) did, while moderates would not compare a commercial 

brand to a nation but agree that common branding tools can be applied. In contrast, 

royalists argue that a nation has no similarities with a brand and cannot be changed 

by applying branding tools because of their holistic natures. 

Fan (2006, p. 7-8) points out the fundamental differences between a nation brand 

and a product brand: “Products can be discontinued, modified, withdrawn from the 

market, relaunched and repositioned or replaced by improved products. Nations or 

places do not have most of these choices.” Branding is a possibility to improve a 

nation’s image, but it is influenced by many more factors that cannot be controlled 

with branding tools (Fan, 2006). Loo and Davis (2006) agree with Anholt (1998) 

that every nation itself is a brand from the beginning, but they believe that the 

sources for a country’s perceived brand are complex and diverse: “word of mouth, 

education, mass media, travel, product purchases and dealings with its people” (Loo 

& Davies, 2006, p. 198). Therefore, the associations with a country are categorised 

into hard and soft associations: “hard associations are rational, objective and 

performance related, referring to either tangible brand features or functional 

benefits. In contrast, soft associations are subjective and emotionally based, such as 
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excitement, friendliness or innovation” (Florek, Breitbarth & Conejo, 2008, p. 10).  

According to Fan (2010), the term nation branding applies when a nation’s image 

is proactively created, monitored, evaluated and managed to strengthen or improve 

the country’s reputation. The long-term goal of a strong nation brand is the 

development of the country’s politics, economics and culture. The methods for this 

purpose vary from creative work like logos or slogans to building whole new 

governmental departments for nation branding (Kaneva, 2011). 

Although some researchers see Anholt’s (1998) equation of a nation and an 

everyday brand as highly debatable (Kaneva, 2011), Davis (2013) claims that the 

rise of a global promotional culture leaves no choice for a nation but to use 

promotion and branding to compete. Angell and Mordhost (2015) differentiate a 

nation’s brand from an industrial brand based on its complexity. The goals of a 

nation are manifold while a company basically aims to sell a product. Furthermore, 

a nation’s brand “is also created through its heritage, history, political behaviour, 

nature, cultural expressions and so forth” (Angell & Mordhost, 2015). Yet, they 

agree that branding can be necessary for a country to attract investors, 

entrepreneurs, events and tourists. Therefore, the investments and effort in nation 

branding are continuously increasing (Angell & Mordhorst, 2015). Knott, Fyall and 

Jones (2015) state that “the ‘unbranded’ state has a difficult time attracting 

economic and political attention.” It must brand itself and, what is key, needs to 

attract international attention. 

 

 Swedish Nation Brand 

To define the Swedish nation brand, the news, academic research, polls, rankings 

and branding guidelines by Sweden itself were investigated. The sources were 

analysed regarding present cues on Volvo’s Instagram account. 

According to recent literature, nation branding is more important than ever, and a 

positive image should be on every country’s agenda. Therefore, Sweden is actively 

and innovatively working on its brand. To define a clearer, unified image that 

reflects contemporary Sweden, the organisations in the Council for the Promotion 

of Sweden (NSU) published guidelines for the Swedish nation brand (Swedish 

Institute, 2008). Sweden is a country focused on development based on people’s 

needs and environmental conditions. The keywords progressive, open, authentic, 
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caring and innovation have therefore been established as the basis to work on 

creating a contemporary image of Sweden (Pamment & Cassinger, 2018). These 

values have always been part of the Swedish heritage. The Instrument of 

Government, the Freedom of the Press Act, the Fundamental Law on Freedom of 

Expression and the Act of Succession which all make up Swedish Constitution are 

the legal foundations to ensure a democratic country in which these values can be 

lived by (Swedish Institute, 2018c). 

Sweden’s nation brand is perceived very positively around the world. In the Nation 

Brands Index, a survey on which 26,000 people worldwide participate, Sweden has 

been ranked top as a “progressive, open country… that balances development with 

people’s needs and environmental considerations” (Swedish Institute, 2008). In 

other international studies, Sweden has been placed among the top countries for 

“prosperity, innovation, openness, education, gender equality, low corruption, 

competitiveness, corporate social responsibility and sustainable development” 

(Swedish Institute, 2017). The Swedish institute publishes a report of the image of 

Sweden abroad annually. In 2018, its image is predominantly positive with rising 

numbers over the last years. Overall, innovation, sustainability, equality, welfare 

and natural landscapes are perceived positively in connection to Sweden (Swedish 

Institute, 2019). Nevertheless, in some countries, Sweden is completely unknown 

or has an outdated image (Swedish Institute, 2017). For example, Sweden still has 

the image of being especially sexually liberal based on the strong and early 

secularism. Sweden served as a role model of women’s rights and sexual liberation 

but also as a negative example of moral downfall (Ostberg, 2011). The existing 

stereotype of the white, blond and blue-eyed Swede can cause discrimination 

towards inhabitants with ‘non-Swedish’ appearance (Werner, 2014). Furthermore, 

non-Scandinavians see Denmark, Norway and Sweden as a cultural unity (Schaad, 

2008). People from distant countries even think of Scandinavia as one country 

(Apéria, Brønn & Schultz, 2004). This can be an advantage, regarding for example 

the positive image of Scandinavian design, which is rather gained by Finland and 

Denmark but also is projected on Sweden, but can be harmful when another 

Scandinavian country causes a scandal, like the Danish caricature fight (Endter, 

2009). 

For the implementation of the brand, Sweden involves citizens as ambassadors. The 

recent Swedish Number campaign enables a person to call a public number and be 
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connected to a random Swedish citizen (who has signed up to help) and chat about 

any subject. Foreigners thus had the chance to talk to “real” Swedes. Through this 

campaign and active participation, Sweden’s brand has become well-known 

(Pamment & Cassinger, 2018). In 2011, the “most democratic Twitter account” was 

launched as a tool to establish the nation’s brand. @Sweden was taken over by a 

different Swede every week (Christensen, 2013). Moreover, Sweden provides 

branding guidelines for companies if they use nation branding in their 

communication (Swedish Institute, 2017). This helps to create a unified image of 

the Swedish nation brand. As Sweden encourages companies to use the strong 

nation brand, it is interesting how companies, in this case Volvo, adopt and 

communicate this. 

For the purposes of the analysis (which will be presented in Chapter 4), the Swedish 

nation brand was divided into three major topics: values, geography and culture. 

The categories were focused on the topics that are relevant for the analysis. 

2.2.1 Values 

Sustainability: Commitment to the environment and life in close symbiosis with 

nature is part if the Swedish values (Swedish Institute, 2008). The strong connection 

to nature encourages environmental responsibility and awareness for sustainability 

(Gustavsson, 1994). Sweden is placed top in the Sustainable Development Goals 

Index and the Climate Change Performance Index (Swedish Institute, 2019). The 

fame of the Swedish schoolgirl Greta Thunberg as a worldwide icon for climate 

protection has put Sweden in the spotlight regarding climate change, as her Fridays 

for Future protests are based in Stockholm (Vaughan, 2019). When searching 

“Greta Thunberg” or “Fridays for Future” on Google news, more than six million 

hits appear for each. Moreover, the Swedish phenomenon “Flygskam” (flight 

shame), a buzz word referring to the feeling of guilt over the environmental effects 

of flying, has gone international in the news (e.g. Banis, 2019; Orange, 2019; Welin, 

2019). 

 

Gender Equality: Sweden is continuously working on an open society with respect 

towards every individuum regardless of sex, culture, lifestyle or physical condition 

and appearance (Swedish Institute, 2008). Gender equality is firmly established in 

the Swedish Constitution (Swedish Institute, 2018c) and it is part of the so-called 
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Swedish model, which is in international spotlight as a role-model for many 

countries (Ministry for Foreign Affairs Sweden, 2005). Since 2006, Sweden has 

continuously been ranked among the top four countries in gender equality regarding 

health, education, economy and politics in the Global Gender Gap Report (World 

Economic Forum, 2018). 

 

Gay Pride: Sweden decriminalised homosexuality in 1944 and recently made some 

major steps towards equality. Adoption rights for homosexual couples, gender-

neutral wedding laws and insemination for lesbians are laws that have been passed 

between 2003 and 2009. Furthermore, a prohibition of discrimination based on 

sexual orientation has been added to the Swedish constitution in 2011 (Lagerberg, 

2018). Sweden is among the top ten in the Rainbow Europe ranking, which rates 

countries based on LGBT rights and equality (Rainbow Europe, 2018) and shares 

the first place of the friendliest countries for LGBT travellers by the gay travel 

index, with Canada and Portugal (Stroller, 2019). 

 

Safety: “Caring” is one of Sweden’s core values, which also means providing safety 

and security to every individual (Swedish Institute, 2008). Sweden is perceived as 

an extremely safe and just country (Endter, 2009). In the Global Peace Index, 

Sweden has been ranked number 14 out of 163 countries (Martin, 2018). Besides, 

Sweden is constantly high ranked in road safety statistics, with the fifth place in 

Europe in 2018 (European Commission, 2019). It was the first country to require 

seatbelts for all passengers and the Swedish car manufacturers Volvo and Saab have 

always played a big role in reducing accidents (Tingvall & Haworth, 2000). 

Furthermore, Sweden is a welfare state and provides profound social security to its 

inhabitants which encourages a strong start-up culture (Darnell & Weinberg, 2019). 

 

Innovation: Being innovative is part of Swedish core values (Swedish Institute, 

2008). Over the last decade, Sweden has become known as a hub of entrepreneurial 

activities and as an innovation centre. Per capita, Sweden generates the highest 

number of successful start-ups worldwide after Silicon Valley (Darnell & 

Weinberg, 2019). In the European Innovation Scoreboard 2018, Sweden is the EU 

leader ranked by innovation performance (European Commission, 2018). 
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2.2.2 Geography 

The Swedish temperament and character are believed to be formed by the Nordic 

environment and the harsh climate (Facos, 1998; Werner, 2014). Nature is a 

primary national symbol in Sweden (Sörlin, 1995). Its significance is represented 

in the national anthem, where the Swedes focus on landscapes instead of victories 

and power, calling Sweden their ‘loveliest land on earth’ (Bairner, 2009). 

Furthermore, the Swedish nature is an important tourist attraction. Thanks to 

Sweden’s right of common access, everyone can freely enter and explore nature 

(Bostedt & Mattsson, 1995). Sweden was also the first country to create a national 

park in Europe to protect land from industrialisation (Karwoski, 2018). Today, 

more than a tenth of the country is covered with national parks and nature reserves. 

Less than three percent of Swedish land is developed or built up and 69 per cent of 

the land consists of forests, with mainly pine and birch trees (Karwoski, 2018). 

Furthermore, there are more than 95 thousand lakes with a size bigger than 10 

square kilometres (Swedish Institute, 2018b), such as mountains and freshwater 

streams (Swedish Institute, 2018a). The international image of Swedish nature 

corresponds with the facts: Sweden is associated with landscapes, forests, water and 

a clean environment (Lundberg, 2005). Winter landscapes and snow are popular 

illustrations of Swedish nature (Wiklund, 2009). Although the rough winters are 

more common in northern Sweden, most people associate the northern climate with 

entire Sweden (Swedish Institute, 2018a). In addition, red houses in the middle of 

nowhere, elks and reindeer are considered as typical Swedish (Wiklund, 2009). The 

falu-red houses, winter images of forests, wild untouched nature and coasts with 

archipelagos have always been common motives of Swedish landscapes which 

shaped today’s perception of Sweden’s countryside (Werner, 2014). 
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2.2.3 Culture 

Flag: The flag with the national colours blue and yellow is the most important 

symbol of the Swedish branding guidelines. The appearance stays consistent and 

has not been changed since 1562. Thus, the flag and its colours are associated with 

Swedish attributes (Identitytool for Sweden, 2019). The flag is used on many events 

such as birthdays, national holidays, celebrations and sports events (Frykman, 

1995). The national colours are also dominantly represented in e.g. the national 

football team’s jerseys or the official tourist homepage of Sweden (Wiklund, 2009). 

 

Science: In Sweden, scientists and scientific research are of high importance and 

Swedes are willing to defer to scientific experts on issues like climate change. Only 

about 9% of Swedes reject scientific consensus on climate change, while 47% of 

Americans do so (Ray & Pugliese, 2011 as cited in Motta, 2011). The country has 

a strong tradition of inventions and famous inventors, such as Swedish scientist 

Alfred Nobel (Swedish Institute, 2008). Based on his will, the Nobel Prize has been 

established and has become a symbol for excellence in science (Crawford, 1987). 

More than only trusting science and scientists, Swedes celebrate them with the 

extraordinary yearly Nobel Prize ceremony in Stockholm (Feldman, 2001). With 

the medical university Karolinska Institute in Stockholm among the top 40 

universities worldwide, Sweden is a hotspot for scientific research (Times Higher 

Education, 2019). 

 

Design: Here, the cultural aspect of arts will be concentrated on design. Sweden is 

pioneering in design, fashion and popular culture and sensitive to changing trends 

(Swedish Institute, 2008). The combination of quality and design is linked to 

Swedish products, not least because of well-known Swedish brands like Volvo and 

IKEA, which combine these attributes (Lundberg, 2005). Swedish fashion design 

has gained international success. As there are many small players, the success 

should not be measured economically but as a cultural achievement. (Ostberg, 

2011). Swedish design is international and at the same time truly Swedish, carrying 

national values and history with its durability and functionality (Werner, 2014). For 

example, Sandqvist combines aspects of the Swedish nation brand in their design, 

a retro feel combined with simplicity, durability, style, and function (Ostberg, 

2011). 
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Sports: Even though Sweden is a relatively small country, it stands out in 

international sports. With sports legends like Björn Borg and team successes in 

various sports, Sweden is an important global participant and occupies the seventh 

place in the Olympic medal table (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2012). Recently, the 

Swedish team made its way to group leader in the 2018 FIFA World Cup as an 

underdog (Lowery, 2018). The online discussions about Sweden in 2018 were 

dominated by the Swedish wins in the championship (Swedish Institute, 2019). 

According to a study conducted by the Ministry for Foreign Affairs Sweden (2005) 

sport affords one of the best-known and most appreciated images of Sweden. 

 

Holidays: The Swedish core value authenticity includes “living traditions and 

cultural heritage” (Swedish Institute, 2008). While change and innovation are 

supported, native traditions should be preserved to sustain cultural continuity 

(Facos, 1998). Holidays like Midsummer and Lucia are part of the Swedish 

tradition and identity (Balmer, Greyser & Urde, 2006). The crayfish party and the 

Swedish national day are other very own Swedish holidays (Wiklund, 2009), with 

Midsummer being the probably most Swedish of all celebrations (Frykman, 1995).  

 

 The Interaction between Nation Branding and Corporate Branding 

The term nation branding was put in context with corporate branding from the start 

(Anholt, 1998). Throughout the twentieth century, most brands with international 

success came from countries with a successful nation brand (Anholt, 1998). 

Significant transfer of image and value often occurs between a corporate brand and 

a nation. A company can be influenced by its country of origin but simultaneously, 

domestic companies can play a role in shaping the nation’s image, positively and 

negatively (Anholt, 2003). 

A corporate brand is obviously more than its heritage; it should be derived from the 

corporate identity and consists of cultural, intricate, tangible and ethereal elements 

(Balmer, 2000). But every company has a heritage, which can define the brand and 

add value to it (Aaker, 2004). In the international marketing literature, the influence 

of heritage on a company and on purchase decisions of products has been widely 

discussed (Hynes et al., 2014). 
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The country-of-origin (COO) is a cognitive cue, that causes opinions regarding 

product attributes like for example quality (Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999). The COO 

is not necessarily the country where a product is produced, but the country with 

which a product is associated (Papadopoulos, 1993). The consumer’s perception of 

a product or service is significantly influenced by the COO, especially when little 

other information is known (Al-Sulaiti & Baker, 1998). Therefore, a nation does 

not only benefit financially from a positive nation brand in terms of attracting 

tourists, but also to encourage people to buy exported products (Laroche et al., 

2005). In any case, the nation brand should be strong and positive to be helpful for 

a company (Lampert & Jaffe, 1998) and there must be coherence between the 

product and the country. The values of the former and the latter must match to some 

extent, so origin can be used as a marketing tool (Jaffe & Nebenzahl, 2006). For 

example, Hugo Boss, a German fashion brand, is trying not to be associated with 

the cold and technical reputation of Germany (de Vicente, 2004). 

Companies use nation brands in different ways. Hynes et al. (2014) found out that 

many companies in New Zealand use the clean, green image of the country on their 

website, either with language or visual content. In contrast, Swiss companies often 

use the actual national colours of red and white and the used language is related to 

the nation brand’s key values of trustworthiness, authenticity and quality. A 

company can also benefit from a nation’s brand without any real connection to it. 

For example, Giordano, a fashion brand from Hong Kong, takes advantage of its 

Italian sounding name (Fan, 2006). Another famous example is Häagen-Dazs, an 

American ice-cream manufacturer that invented a European sounding name to 

pretend European heritage (Ostberg, 2011). In contrast, a Norwegian jeans brand 

called ‘antisweden’ uses the Swedish nation brand in a negative way to differentiate 

itself from Swedish hipster stereotypes (Ostberg, 2011). However, there are still 

many companies that do not understand how to use nation branding right or at all, 

as it is an underestimated but very promising marketing tool (Đorđević, 2009). 
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2.3.1 In Sweden 

As the domestic market in Sweden is relatively small, the nation relies on export 

(Endter, 2009). As an advantage, Swedish products are mainly connected with 

positive attributes such as quality, safety, reliability, innovation, sustainability and 

modern design (Endter, 2009). There are various brands that therefore communicate 

their Swedish heritage in different ways: by including the country in the brand name 

or slogan like Tiger of Sweden or Volvo – made by Sweden, Swedish words as 

brand name like Hästens or Fjäll Räven, the national colours or symbol like IKEA 

or Kosta Boda, or Swedish celebrities’ names like Björn Borg. In ads, stereotypical 

Swedish lifestyle and people are represented like Lätta or IKEA TV spots represent 

harmony with nature, family life and blonde people (Endter, 2009). Nevertheless, 

the Swedish nation brand has not benefited from this proportionally to the many 

successful companies in Sweden. One reason is that there are also many Swedish 

companies who work on being perceived as international rather than Swedish 

(Strid, 2009 as cited in Endter, 2009).  

A best-case scenario of a cooperation between a company and a nation with mutual 

benefits was created by IKEA and Sweden. The famous Swedish furniture shop has 

been working with the Swedish government to rebuild Sweden’s social, sustainable 

and family-oriented image with their marketing. IKEA fully adapted the nation’s 

brand in their communication, values, actions and products. The nation can highly 

benefit from the marketing power and equally, the already positive nation brand of 

Sweden benefits IKEA (Gotsi, Lopez & Andriopoulos, 2011). “Swedishness” is 

anchored in the corporate culture and as a global actor, the Småland roots are still 

emphasised (Björk, 1998), with values such as cost-consciousness, team-spirit, 

informality and egalitarian relationships (Salzer, 1994). IKEA has influenced the 

perception of what is Swedish abroad as well as the Swedish self-image (Wigerfelt, 

2008). The director of the Swedish Institute, Olle Wästberg, believes that all 

governmental efforts combined are less effective for the Swedish image than what 

IKEA does (Wästberg, 2009 as cited in White, 2012). The connection between the 

Swedish nation brand and IKEA even goes so far that people who have never been 

to Sweden “know IKEA and for them IKEA and Sweden are a synonym” (Helfrich, 

2009 as cited in Endter, 2009). Overall, IKEA’s use of the Swedish nation brand is 

obvious and frequently explored. 
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Although Volvo is larger by turnover (Statista, 2019a), there is not as much research 

on Volvo’s ways of communicating the Swedish nation brand. The existing 

research is mostly from student essays and theses, and the literature is often in the 

Swedish language (e.g. Persson, 2008; Byberg, Hansen & Basic, 2015; Granström 

& Gertsson, 2016; Hallberg & Wigren, 2016; Petrakopoulou, 2016; Kubiak et al., 

2017; Malmborg & Wittboldt-Sjögren, 2018). International published literature is 

missing apart from some exceptions; therefore, some students’ works will also be 

used in the literature review. 

Volvo has been acquired by the Chinese company Zhejiang Geely Holding Group 

Co. Ltd in 2010 (Volvo Cars, 2019b), and the cars are not completely produced in 

Sweden. Still, the company is perceived as Swedish and “is perceived as having the 

quality and aspects like safety, that you would expect from a Swedish product” 

(Norén, 2009 as cited in Endter, 2009). Leif Johansson, the former CEO of Volvo, 

states that the Swedish roots are important to Volvo from a brand perspective, with 

the headquarter being located in Sweden highlighting the roots and the soul of the 

company (Johansson, 2011 as cited in Azar, Hedvall & Larsson, 2011). 

To keep up the association with their original heritage, Volvo uses the Swedish 

nation brand on different communication channels, for example in the 2014 TV ad 

with Zlatan Ibrahimović. The famous football player performs stereotypical 

Swedish activities like hunting, fishing and playing with his children, while in the 

background the Swedish national anthem is playing (Sarrimo, 2015). Zlatan speaks 

the text of the national anthem, emphasising its importance. The anthem is praising 

the Swedish nature and transporting the Swedish roots of hard work and durability 

(Gustavsson, 1995). The commercial is meant to be a ‘celebration to Sweden’. The 

country’s unique nature inspires and challenges the people at Volvo when 

developing their cars. Their and Zlatan’s strength can be found in the wilderness of 

Sweden (Forsman & Bodenfors, 2014 as cited in Sarrimo, 2015). Per Carleö, Head 

of Marketing Communications at Volvo Cars Sweden, stated that the national idol 

footballer Zlatan would match well with the Volvo XC70, a national icon and most 

sold car in Sweden. The advertisement was a success, car sales increased by 200% 

during the campaign. The current slogan ’Made by Sweden’ was invented for this 

campaign – somehow matching for both Zlatan and Volvo (Per Carleö, 2015 as 

cited in Byberg, Hansen, & Basic, 2015). Furthermore, Volvo challenged the still 

existing image of the stereotypical blonde, white Swedish family by showing 
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Zlatan’s family life. In doing so, a more modern, realistic and multicultural way of 

a Swedish family was presented (Kubiak, Zetterberg & Höjgård, 2017). In another 

advertisement, Volvo clearly presents a modern family image with homosexual 

couples and same-sex parents. Modernity, diversity and acceptance are 

communicated through the ad (Borgerson et al., 2006). Copuš and Čarnogurský 

(2017) conducted a study on cultural differences on the Facebook profiles of 

different automotive companies. While the German car brand Volkswagen set 

emphasis on efficiency on their channels, nature and environment were the topics 

that were mostly found on Volvo’s channels. The Swedish channel particularly 

represented the rough Scandinavian and Nordic nature and also cities with mostly 

bad weather conditions. Caring and endurable are the transported characteristics 

instead of competitive and fast. On other country-channels of Volvo, the Swedish 

nature is still present, but the content is adapted to the target-group: masculinity and 

success for the British page or detail and precision for the German page. The 

Swedish nation brand remains the core, with added attributes of the target nation’s 

brand (Copuš & Čarnogurský, 2017). Volvo has always been stressing their core 

value safety, which is also part of the Swedish nation brand, in their communication 

and in various campaigns (Tingvall & Haworth, 2000; Burns, Ferrell & Orrick, 

2005; Svensson, Wood & Callaghan, 2006). Unlike slogans, core values are often 

communicated rather indirectly to prevent the meaning and the value from wearing 

out. In Volvo’s communication, safety is a frequent, but subtly addressed topic 

(Urde, 2003). 

As mentioned above, the existing research on Volvo’s communication of the 

Swedish nation brand needs some additions. So far, there has not been relevant 

English literature on Volvo’s Instagram channel with regard to the Swedish nation 

brand at all. Regarding the importance of nation branding (chapter 2), the company 

and the channel (chapter 3.1), this research gap deserves some attention. 
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3 Methodology 

 

With the aim of exploring the use of the Swedish nation brand by companies, 

Volvo’s Instagram was chosen as a case study. This chapter starts with an overview 

of the company, followed by the research questions and the instruments where 

content analysis and Multimodal Critical Discourse Analyses will be introduced. 

 

 The case of Volvo 

The Volvo Car AB (referred to as Volvo) is the second biggest company by turnover 

in Sweden after the Volvo Group (Statista, 2019a) and among the five largest 

companies in the Nordic region (Statista, 2019b). Volvo had a record year in 2018 

with rising numbers for five consecutive years (Volvo Cars, 2019c). The company 

has a strong global reputation, which is partly based on their Swedish origins 

(Apéria, Brønn & Schultz, 2004). 

Volvocars.com (2019a) gives an impression on how Volvo is represented to the 

public. Founded in 1927, Volvo can look back to nearly a century of history. While 

focusing on innovations, its three core values have never changed: safety, quality 

and care for the environment. Values that are also highly important to the Swedish 

nation brand (see chapter 2.2.1). Volvo’s aim is to set safety and connectivity 

benchmarks with a commitment of pursuing an all-electric future. The importance 

of sustainability is shown by the goal to make 50% of all sales by electric cars by 

2025. Furthermore, 25% of all plastics used in Volvo cars should be made from 

recycled materials after 2025. The contribution to safety is proven by their invention 

of the three-point safety belt and by the recent announcement that all Volvo cars 

will be limited to 180 km/h after 2020 (Volvo Cars, 2019a). 

While the global aspect is emphasised, the international homepage states “Truly 

Global, Proudly Scandinavian” to remind the reader of their heritage. The statement 

“We draw inspiration from Scandinavia – combining simplicity, beauty and 

functionality” shows how much national values might influence their actions and 

what Scandinavia means to Volvo. Volvo has a strong connection to its heritage 

and history, combined with a global orientation and clear goals for the future.  

In this analysis, the usage of Swedish nation branding on Volvo’s international 

Instagram channel will be investigated. With one billion users worldwide, 
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Instagram is the third most popular social media channel (excluding messengers) 

and numbers are increasing (Statista, 2019c). The platform is an ad-supported 

online service for sharing photos and videos. Volvo has several national Instagram 

channels and one international channel called “volvocars” with 1.3 million 

followers. In the last year, roughly 160 pictures and videos were posted and a total 

of 1,400 posts was published. Thus, it is a channel with a broad reach and noticeable 

activity and therefore important to look at when it comes to Volvo’s 

communication. 

 Research Questions and Instruments 

The aim of the study is to answer the following research questions: 

 

1. With which topics, where and how frequently is the Swedish nation brand 

communicated by Volvo? 

2.  How is nation branding communicated multimodally by Volvo through 

posts on its Instagram channel and how is it perceived? 

To answer these questions, @volvocars was analysed regarding the topics of the 

Swedish nation brand defined in section 2.2 of the literature review. Posts from the 

last twelve months were chosen (April 2018 – March 2019) as seen in another 

Instagram study by Vassallo et al. (2018). One year offers a clear overview of the 

company’s activities within a specified period that is confined enough to be dealt 

with in a thesis, yet which contributes to a broader research literature. Also, seasonal 

effects such as climate, events and holidays can be prevented. In this year, a total 

of 164 posts was published by Volvo. Following Fan and Gordon (2014), the data 

was handled in three steps: capture, understand and present (CUP). The data from 

the whole year was captured and considered relevant, as it is also interesting to see 

how many posts are not representing the Swedish nation brand. For understanding, 

each post was examined regarding the Swedish nation brand. The data was analysed 

in two steps, one for each question, following the guidelines below. The results will 

be presented and discussed in chapter 5. 
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3.2.1 Content analysis 

To structure the material, content analysis following the guidelines of Mayring 

(1994) was used. The goal of content analysis is the systematic processing of 

communication material. It is not limited to text, but can include musical, video or 

figurative content. When using content analysis to structure material, the aim is to 

filter certain aspects of the material and to show a cross section according to 

previously determined criteria and to assess the material under these criteria. In this 

study, the topics defined as Swedish were the chosen criteria and the content on 

Volvo’s international Instagram channel was analysed according to them. During 

the content analysis, rules and definitions for the selected themes were formulated 

to categorise the material. For example, when a winter landscape was displayed, it 

would be categorised under the Swedish nature theme. For the following content, 

this rule will apply. After going through all the content, categorisations can be 

revised and rules can be updated. 

The advantage of content analysis is the rule-based, step-by-step approach when 

handling data. Using a category system to segment the material leads to more 

accurate results that are easier to verify. Furthermore, bigger amounts of data can 

be analysed than with the use of free interpretation. The shortcomings of content 

analysis regarding detailed interpretation and a critical view will be compensated 

with the MCDA in the second step. 

 

For every post, various information was collected: 

- Date of the post 

- Type of content (Photo, Video or Carousel) 

- Short description of content 

- Topic (Swedish Values, Culture or Geography) 

- Subcategories (e.g. Sustainability) 

- Where are the Swedish links placed (Content, Description, Location) 

- Tagged location 

- Location according to content (visual or description) 

- Likes (for photos) or views (for videos, as likes are not shown for videos) 

in thousands (Instagram counts a view when a video is watched for at least 

3 seconds) 

- Comments and additional notes if necessary 
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The data was collected and analysed in Microsoft Excel, the detailed analysis can 

be found in the appendix. For the purposes of analysis, the Swedish nation brand 

has been categorised into three topics: culture, values and geography. The posts 

were filed using the following pattern: 

 

National Geography: 

- When a location in Sweden or Scandinavia is tagged as location, shown in 

the picture/video or mentioned in the description/voice over 

- When the landscape and weather in the post resembles the above-mentioned 

description of Swedish nature and is not claimed to be somewhere else than 

Sweden/Scandinavia in location, description or content 

- As Swedish culture and country are often equated with Scandinavia by 

foreigners (Schaad, 2008; Apéria et al., 2004), Scandinavian cities and 

landscape are categorised as ‘National Geography’ 

 

National Values: 

- When the above-mentioned Swedish values were represented in the 

picture/video or the description/voice over: Sustainability, Gender Equality, 

Gay Pride, Safety 

- The national value innovation has not been taken into account in this study, 

as the automobile industry is innovative itself and Volvo being innovative 

cannot be considered as Swedish but as necessary to compete (Zetsche, 

2015) 

 

National Culture: 

- When the above-mentioned parts of Swedish culture were represented in the 

picture/video or the description/voice over: National colours, Science, 

Design, Sports, Holidays 

 

The chronologically first post with all criteria serves as an example of how the 

columns were filled.  
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Table 1. Content analysis post 9 

Number Date Photo/Video/ 

Carousel 

Short Description  Theme Swedish link 1 

9 19.04.2018 Photo Car at Milan design 
week 

National Culture/ 
National Values 

Design 

 

Swedish link 

2 

Content Description Location Tagged 

Location  

Location 

according 

to content 

Likes/ 

Views 

in k  

Comments Notes 

Sustainability 

(emissions) 

 
2 

 
Volvo 

Studio 
Milano  

Milan 42 177 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Post number 9, example for content analysis 

 

3.2.2 Multimodal critical discourse analysis (MCDA) 

In the second step, one post for each category was picked and analysed with MCDA 

after Machin (2016), which is based on different communication theories.  

Foucault (1972) introduced the idea of discourse, which means that human 

perception is influenced by knowledge, experience and society, therefore there is 

an added meaning to everything we see. According to Fairclough (1995), there are 

three dimensions of discourse. First, the object of analysis which can be visual, 

verbal or textual. Second, the process by which the object is produced and received, 

e.g. writing or speaking and reading or listening. The third dimension is the socio-

historical conditions that influence the process of the second dimension. These 

dimensions can be analysed with critical discourse analyses (CDA) by following 
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the three steps of description, interpretation and explanation. Discourse analysis 

helps to understand the meaning of a message that is intended by the messenger 

(Azmi, Sylvia & Mardhiah, 2018). To add associations and meaning to the 

perception of the audience, in any content semiotics is used (Barthes, 1997). Van 

Leeuwen (2005) introduced the communication theory of social semiotics. He 

approaches the theory of semiotics and discourse analytically by focussing on the 

meanings that are created by the choices of semiotic resources. When investigating 

the different resources such as fonts, colours and texture, a systematic approach to 

read between the lines is created. Since the theories of semiotics and discourse were 

published, communication has changed. Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) claim, that 

it has become more multimodal. It is not only image and language anymore, but 

video, music, lists, diagrams, hyperlinks and everything can be on one document.  

MCDA combines different semiotic resources to analyse all kinds of 

communication, from political speeches to product packaging, taking for example 

colour, modality, typography, representation of people and layout into 

consideration. All semiotic resources must be considered with the same kind of 

detail to analyse communication multimodally (Machin, 2016). 

Unless it is part of the content, typography will be left out in this analysis as the 

description font and layout is an Instagram pre-set. Additional to the content, 

location and description, the comments will be analysed on how the posts are 

perceived and if the link to the Swedish nation brand is recognised. Comments with 

for the message relevant emojis will be inserted as screenshots, as Microsoft Word 

cannot copy them directly. Other comments will be added in written form. The posts 

were chosen according to the following criteria: In three MCDA analyses, each 

main category must be represented once. It must be a single picture, as carousels or 

videos would exceed space limitations. The posts were chosen based on number of 

likes, comments and visibility of the Swedish nation brand.  
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4 Analysis 

 

In the following chapter, the results of the conducted analyses will be presented 

thoroughly. 

 Content Analysis 

Content analysis was performed on all posts to answer research question 1: With 

which topics, where and how frequently is the Swedish nation brand communicated 

by Volvo? 

 

Out of 164 posts from the period 01.04.2018 to 31.03.2019, 84 have at least one 

link to the Swedish nation brand. Among these, 11 posts are linked to two of the 

major topics culture and values and geography. 

As shown in Table 2, the most common category used by Volvo is ‘national 

geography’ with a total of 44 posts. The subcategory ‘countryside’ is more 

dominant with 33 posts than the subcategory ‘city’ with 11 posts. In the majority of 

the posts with presumably Swedish countryside, the location is not clearly stated, 

but typical Swedish nature is shown, matching the criteria mentioned in chapter 

2.2.2. When the location of countryside in Sweden is tagged, mostly winter scenes 

in northern areas are represented with the most posts in Luleå. Winter scenes are 

common representations and perceptions of Swedish nature (chapter 2.2.2), 

therefore Volvo chooses them to emphasise the Swedish nation brand. When the 

city is tagged, it is primarily Gothenburg, as Volvo’s headquarter is placed there, 

which, being located in Sweden, highlights the roots and the soul of the company 

(Johansson, 2011 as cited in Azar, Hedvall & Larsson, 2011). 

The second largest category is ‘national values’, with 29 posts containing links to 

one or more values of the Swedish nation brand. Here, ‘safety’ plays the biggest 

role on Volvo’s Instagram channel with 15 posts. ‘Sustainability’ is also important 

with 14 posts, most of them handling emissions, but plastic is a topic as well. Safety 

and sustainability are Volvo’s core values and therefore often represented (Volvo 

Cars, 2019a). Furthermore, both topics are easily relatable to the car industry. Like 

the Swedish nation brand, Volvo focuses on the needs of people and the 

environment in their actions (Volvo Cars, 2019a). The subcategories ‘gender 

equality’ (5 posts) and ‘gay pride’ (3 posts) show the care for people and are niche 
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topics that make Volvo stand out in the car industry, matching the Swedish equality 

values. 

With 22 posts, the category of ‘national culture’ is still strongly represented in the 

profile. The subcategory ‘design’ is dominant (14 posts), with posts that are mostly 

not only about car design, but about collaborations with fashion labels or profiles 

of designers. ‘Science’ and the ‘Swedish flag’ the joint second most used cultural 

links, with three each. The science posts are all about the Nobel Prize as Volvo is 

sponsoring the ceremony, while the flag is represented differently in each post. The 

well-known Swedish flag with the national colours is an effective way to obviously 

stress the Swedish heritage. In two posts, Swedish ‘holidays’ are mentioned: 

Midsummer which is an internationally known, popular typical Swedish tradition 

(Frykman, 1995) and the Swedish national day which also can be understood by an 

international audience. Furthermore, there are two posts which are linked to 

‘sports’, dealing with Sweden in the FIFA world cup 2018. Considering that the 

online discussions about Sweden in 2018 were dominated by the wins in the FIFA 

world cup (Swedish Institute, 2019), Volvo covered a popular topic while 

supporting and emphasising their COO.  

 

Table 2. Number of total posts per category and subcategory 

National Geography 44 National Values 29 National Culture 22 

Countryside 33 Safety 15 Design 14 

City 11 Sustainability 14 Science 3 

  Gender Equality 5 Flag 3 

  Gay Pride 3 Sports 2 

  
  

Holidays 2 

 

In the 84 posts representing the Swedish nation brand, a total of 152 references to 

the Swedish nation brand can be found in the content, the description and the 

location. The majority of 73 references is placed in the content, followed by 

description with 66 references and finally location with 13 references. Here, it must 

be regarded that there are only 38 posts with a tagged location in total while there 

is content and a description for every post. 

In the whole year, the content consists of 63 photos, 58 videos and 43 carousels 

with either photos or videos or a mix of both. Among the carousels, 56% had a link 



26 

 

to the Swedish nation brand, 55% of the videos contain the Swedish nation brand 

and 44% of the photos. Therefore, the type of content does not seem to make a big 

difference.  

In general, the number of posts with Swedish nation branding links is higher in the 

second half of the observed period than in the first half with 56 versus 28 posts, 

while the total number of posts stays nearly the same with 85 posts from April 2018 

to September 2018 and 79 posts in the second half. Therefore, not only did the 

absolute number of posts with links rise in the later months, but the ratio between 

the total posts per month and the posts including Swedish nation branding rose too. 

The average ratio in the first six months is 33%, while in the second half of the year 

it is 73%, with peaks of 92% in December and February. Many of the posts in the 

winter months are categorised in the subcategory ‘countryside’. Volvo might use 

the winter season to present typical Swedish landscapes that are often associated 

with snow and ice. Furthermore, the winter conditions provide a good scenery to 

prove the qualities of Volvo cars to endure harsh circumstances. This could be one 

possible explanation for the rising numbers. Moreover, Volvo could have reacted 

on the always rising importance of nation branding for companies (chapter 2.3.). 

 

 

Figure 2. Development of posts with Swedish nation branding 

 

On average, a post without nation branding has 26,000 likes or 122,000 views, 

while a post with nation branding has on average 28,000 likes or 95,000 views. 

More people watch non-nation branding videos for at least three seconds, but the 
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users actively engage more with posts with nation branding by liking the picture. 

The same applies to the comments: while there is an average of 115 comments per 

non-nation branding posts, there are an average of 120 comments on posts with 

nation branding. However, the differences are small, and the Swedish nation brand 

averagely does not influence the total engagement. 

 

 Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis 

MCDA will be performed on three examples to answer research question 2: How 

is nation branding communicated multimodally by Volvo through posts on its 

Instagram channel and how is it perceived?  

 

 

Figure 3. Post number 143, national geography 

 

Table 3. Content analysis post 143 

Number Date Photo/Video/Carousel Short 

Description  

Theme Swedish link 1 

143 05.02.2019 Photo Car in snow  National 

Geography 

Countryside 

(Sweden) 

 

Swedish 

link 2 

Content Description Location Location  Location 

according 

to content 

Likes/Views 

in k  

Comments 

 
1 1 1 Lulea /  33 157 



28 

 

 

Picture number 143 belongs to the ‘national geography’ category with the 

subcategory ‘countryside’ (Sweden). A car drifting on ice is captured, presumably 

on a frozen lake, with trees in the background. The car is metallic grey and in 

motion. According to the tagged location, the picture was taken in Luleå, a city in 

the Swedish Lapland. It is obvious that the scene is not in the city of Luleå but in 

the area around it. The description says, “Don’t fear the cold, embrace it. #newV60 

#CrossCountry,” matching the average temperature in Luleå between -14 °C and -

5 °C in February (Time and Date, 2019). The description, the location and the 

picture are all contributing to the winter theme and cold weather, which is part of 

the Swedish geography (Wiklund, 2009). The hashtags are both related to the car 

model, as cross country is a version of the V60. 

The description is addressing the reader directly with an instruction on how to 

handle the cold. It gives a personal feeling (Fairclough, 2001) and can be motivating 

with an adventurous message. To embrace the cold means to accept the climate 

conditions and make the best out of it. Living with harsh conditions and not fleeing 

from it is part of the Swedish mentality (Gustavsson, 1995). Tagging Luleå in the 

location supports the idea of a very cold winter and puts emphasis on the Swedish 

heritage of Volvo. The motion of drifting on ice in the picture makes the car look 

very capable of handling the winter conditions while the driver is safe in the warmth 

inside the car, so he can embrace the outdoors while staying warm and protected 

inside. 

The car is in the middle of the picture with the Volvo logo well visible and the 

driver is not visible which puts the car entirely in focus. The picture is shot with 

high shutter speed to capture the car in detail and high modulation. The motion is 

represented by the whirled-up snow in the air, which adds dynamicity to the picture. 

The distance and the foggy sunlight blur out the background which puts the 

foreground with the car in more focus. Furthermore, the environment is tone-in-

tone with lower saturation and natural colours. The higher saturation of the car 

breaks the colour harmony (Machin, 2016), highlighted by the metallic effect, 

reflection and lights. Thus, the car stands out though the grey of the car is not an 

outstanding colour itself. The motion and the relatively strong colours of the car 

seem like a harsh interruption of the calm nature, conquering the conditions and not 

fearing it. Still, the colours somehow blend in and the car is interacting with the 



29 

 

nature which supports the instruction to embrace the nature. The hue of the picture 

is overall rather cold, representing the coldness of Swedish winters but making it 

friendlier with some red tones in the sky (Machin, 2016). 

With 33,000 likes and 157 comments, the interaction with the post is above average. 

Most of the comments are positive, with the majority consisting of general positive 

emojis and expression. Other positive comments are about the model or the brand 

(Volvo Praise), about the picture itself or related to winter. In addition, many 

questions about the model are asked in the comments. 

 

Table 4. Overview comments on post 143 

Positive 81 Negative 1 Swedish nation 

brand 

3 Other 

discussion 

17 Other 53 

Volvo Praise 20 Volvo 

Critique 

1 Sweden Praise 2 Questions 

to Volvo 

11 Tags only 21 

Positive 

expressions 

57 
  

Sustainability 1 Answers 

from Volvo 

6 Non-English 

text only 

9 

Picture Praise 2 
  

  
  

Meaningless 8 

Winter  4 
      

Missing 15 

 

One user asks if the car is fully electric and therefore addresses the Swedish nation 

brand aspect of sustainability. The question remains uncommented by Volvo.  

 

Two users comment on the post with the Swedish flag and heart emojis, showing 

their appreciation of Volvo’s perceived heritage. 

 

 

Although some users comment on the snow by mainly using related emojis, no one 

reacts to the location, the landscape or to Swedish winter specifically. Nevertheless, 

the demonstration of strength of the car is recognized. 
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Comments that are categorised as ‘Other’ are tags or non-English text only, so no 

opinion or topic can be determined. Furthermore, there are comments of which the 

author could not make any sense in the context. Though the picture had 157 

comments, only 142 of them could be viewed in the comment column for unknown 

reasons. This applies to all posts. 

 

 

Figure 4. Post number 157, national values 

 

 

Table 5. Content analysis post 157 

Number Date Photo/Video/Carousel Short 

Description  

Theme Swedish 

link 1 

157 07.03.2019 Photo car in city, speed 

limit in 

description 

National 

Values 

Safety 

 

Swedish 

link 2 

Content Description Location Location  Location 

according 

to content 

Likes/Views 

in k  

Comments 

  
1 

 
/  /  31 223 
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Post number 157 shows a male driver in a Volvo car in a city by night. The Swedish 

nation brand category ‘national values’ with the subcategory ‘safety ‘here is present 

in the description where Volvo states the following: 

 

“The main objective with a speed limitation is to send a signal and highlight that 

speeding remains a top safety concern. Changing our behavior is one of the most 

effective ways forward to reach our vision. Learn more via link in 

bio. #StandForSafety” 

 

As mentioned in chapter 3.1, Volvo plans to limit all Volvo cars to 180km/h from 

2020 on. Like with the three-point safety-belt, Volvo is the first car manufacturer 

to bring a speed limit into discussion. Taking this step shows Volvo’s high 

commitment to safety, which is also part of the Swedish nation brand. Volvo uses 

high modality when saying, that “changing our behaviour is one of the most 

effective ways” and leaves no doubt in their decisions (Machin, 2016).  

The driver is in the foreground of the picture, and the view from behind gives the 

feeling of being a passenger in the back seat of the car. The proximity to the driver 

is very personal and the vertical angle is even, so the viewer is on one level with 

the driver (Machin, 2016). The male driver may have been chosen because men are 

assumed to drive faster (Dekra, 2017). He looks groomed with a nice style but not 

too dressed up with a casual jacket and sneakers, which could help the viewer to 

identify with him. Showing someone with a darker skin colour is not stereotypically 

Swedish and could be an attempt to show a modern, diverse and realistic Sweden. 

The gaze of the driver is toward the road and his face is visible in the rear-view 

mirror. His eyebrows are slightly raised and he frowns, which gives the impression 

that he is concerned or very concentrated (Rozin & Cohen, 2003). In contrast, his 

hands on the wheel and the stick are very relaxed. His facial expression and body 

language could also mean that he is tired which would be an additional safety 

hazard. Putting a person in the foreground shows the importance of people when it 

comes to car safety. Nevertheless, the car interior is focused by the camera, as it has 

higher modality and saturation than the rest of the picture (Machin, 2106). The logo 

on the wheel is recognisable although it is not sharp and it is the first thing of the 

car interior in reading direction. Neither the speed nor the drive mode or anything 

else in the cockpit is readable, as it is too small; no focus is set on it and the viewer 

https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/standforsafety/
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cannot know if the driver is speeding. The textures in the interior are mixed with 

leather, metallic and plastic, but all the shapes are rather curved, expressing 

emotions and luxury (Machin, 2016). The red and white luminous highlights in the 

inside could stand for technology and add a contrast to the dark outside. The 

modality of the picture in general is high, the interior is sharp and the outside blurred 

due to distance and movement. Some lights on the outside show the urban 

environment. Other than that, the outside has low saturation, dark colours and low 

differentiation. The hue is rather blue therefore the atmosphere is cold (Machin, 

2016), tiring and monotonous, bearing additional safety hazards.  

 

The post has more likes than average (31,000) and far above average comments 

(223). Although a lot of commentators disagree with the speed limitation, most 

comments are positive with most of them being general positive expression. When 

regarding only posts that specifically address the speed limitation, the comments 

against it overweigh the pro-comments by far. 

 

Table 6. Overview comments on post 157 

Positive  63 Negative  46 Other 

speed limit 

/ safety 

50 Swedish 

nation 

brand 

3 Other 

discussion 

14 Other 47 

Volvo 

Praise 

4 Volvo 

Critique 

3 Neutral 

speed limit 

7 Sustainabi

lity 

3 Questions 

to Volvo 

6 Tags only 22 

Positive 

expression 

41 Against 

Speed 

limit 

43 Other safety 

issues 

21 
  

Answers 

from Volvo 

8 Non-

English 

text only 

7 

Pro Speed 

Limit 

17 
  

Questions 

speed limit 

18 
    

Meaningl

ess 

2 

Picture 

praise 

1 
  

Autonomou

s driving 

4 
    

Missing 16 

 

In addition, some comments address the speed limitation neutrally and many users 

have questions about the speed limitation or address other safety issues. Some are 

concerned that a speed limitation will not be the solution for road safety as other 

factors are more dangerous. 
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“I hate the idea that speed is deadly. Driving recklessly is deadly. They aren't the 

same. I've seen great drivers that drive fast, and I've seen terrible drivers that drive 

slow. Of course, if you do have an accident, the impact will be worse at higher 

speed. People need to put their phones down. That would be a huge improvement.” 

 

“I like Volvo, I own a Volvo and most of the times I agree with this manufacturer’s 

vision. However, the last time I checked, the speed does not kill you, it is the 

unexpected and sudden stop that kills you. Let’s put better drivers on the roads and 

make proactive lessons part of the driving school programs. You can kill people at 

60 km/h just as well.” 

 

Some are blaming Volvo’s touch screen directly: 

 

“I guess it would be much safer to get rid of these ridicoulous touching screens 

used to setting up everything in your cars including climate control, which turns 

driver’s attention from the road and is simply dangerous. Not much 

consistency, @volvocars engineers...” 

 

Many users disagree with Volvo’s plans for speed limitations. Some feel restricted 

by Volvo and are afraid that they will lose all the fun driving: 

 

“You play god. What’s next? Cars that will just drive 100km per day? You are 

limiting the freedom of people. ..” 

 

“I love my Volvo and I rarely drive faster than 180, but alone the idea that you limit 

us in our decisions, that you take our freedom to choose how fast we go (if it is legal 

in our country of residence), is a big setback and a philosophy I can't follow and 

support.” 

 

“[…] Driving experience and pleasure is as important as safety, in the right 

context” 

 

 

 

https://www.instagram.com/volvocars/
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Some even promise that they will never buy a Volvo again: 

 

“My current xc60, will be the last Volvo for me then” or “My new Volvo will be my 

last one. I can't live with speed limitation!” 

 

 and some make fun of Volvo’s idea: 

 

“I would suggest that Volvo stops producing cars. Walking is definitely safer than 

driving at 180km/h.” 

 

Other users fully agree with Volvo and claim that they hardly would drive faster 

than 180 km/h anyway. Also, it is mentioned that the speed limit on most roads is 

lower:  

 

“Big fan of these plans. Indeed, of only one life will be saved, one less family torn 

apart, it will be worth it.” 

 

“Does anyone here live in a country where you can drive 180 and more? Except 

for Germany and well North Korea and some other countries without highways. So 

why bother?! I like the idea that a manufacturer actually breaks the logic of faster, 

higher and bigger. Regardless if it’s for safety, ecology or marketing reason. And 

hey, 180 is still quite fast.” 

 

“Good move Volvo! I hardly can count when I drove faster than 180..works for 

me.” 

 

One user thanks Volvo for being pioneer in safety: 

 

“@volvocars thanks for being first with a safety feature like this - again!” 

 

One user compliments Volvo for its safety approach and adds appreciation about 

the responsibility the company takes regarding a cleaner future, addressing the 

Swedish nation brand value sustainability. 

 

https://www.instagram.com/volvocars/
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“[…] Love everything this brand is standing for and taking responsibility for a 

safer and cleaner future. There will be a huge change in the automotive industry in 

the next 10 years or so and to me, Volvo is at the forefront.” 

 

There are some general comments to the brand, but in this post most of the high 

number of comments is about the topic that Volvo addresses including all kinds of 

opinion. Volvo’s Swedish heritage is never mentioned, but Volvo’s Chinese 

ownership regarding the speed limitation. 

 

“#StandForLiberty Is this a move because you’re owned by a communist country? 

@volvocars” 

 

Overall, the topic obviously evokes a need to discuss. In contrast to the first post, 

the users react on the topic addressed by Volvo actively. As Volvo mainly aims to 

attract attention with the speed limitation, the broad discussion under the post might 

have just fulfilled their goal. 

 

 

Figure 5. Post number 28, national culture 

 

https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/standforliberty/
https://www.instagram.com/volvocars/
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Table 7. Content analysis post 28 

Number Date Photo/Video/Carousel Short 

Description  

Theme Swedish link 

1 

28 06.06.2018 Photo sweden flag-tag 

in car 

National 

Culture 

Holidays 

(National 

Day) 

 

Swedish 

link 2 

Content Description Location Location  Location 

according 

to content 

Likes/Views 

in k  

Comments 

Flag 1 2 
 

/ Sweden 40 158 

 

Post number 28 shows the Swedish flag as a tag sewed into a Volvo seat. The 

description states that it is Swedish national day (6th June) and that Volvo is proud 

of its heritage. The category national culture is represented with the subcategories 

‘flag’ and ‘holidays’ in the description and the flag in the picture: 

 

“Wearing our Swedish flag with pride today and every 

day. #SwedishNationalDay” 

 

In this post, the Volvo logo is left out and instead, the focus is on the Swedish flag 

and Sweden. Volvo ranks the country higher than the brand. The size of the flag in 

this picture shows the importance of it and puts it into focus. On a picture of the 

whole seat, it would barely be visible. The Swedish national colours of the flag 

stand out with high saturation (Machin, 2016). The contrast to the black colour of 

the seat highlights the flag more. The strong connection to Sweden is claimed with 

high modality while in reality, Volvo is owned by a Chinese company (Volvo Cars, 

2019b). The picture is detailed with a close-up to the seam and the small flag on the 

leather seat. The modulation is high, light and shadows show the material in a 

realistic way (Machin, 2016), while the close-up shows the textile structure of the 

flag.  As material can carry meaning (Machin, 2106), the leather could stand for 

high quality and luxury while the textile shows a down-to-earth attitude. The mix 

of both can be interpreted as a fusion of heritage and innovation, knowing one’s 

roots but standing out. Although a flag usually is angular, the one in the picture is 

arched with no sharp edges. Together with the seat, these curves can suggest 

emotions and luxury (Machin, 2016). 

 

https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/swedishnationalday/
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The post has above average likes (40,000) and comments (158), with most of them 

being positive.  

 

Table 8. Overview comments on post 28 

Positive  78 Negative  8 Neutral 4 Swedish 

nation brand 

2 Other 

discussion 

1 Other 65 

Volvo 

Praise 

2 China 

mention 

8 Neutral 

comments 

on content 

4 Sustainability 1 Questions 

to Volvo 

1 Tags only 26 

Sweden 

Praise 

17 
    

Sport 1 
  

Non-

English text 

only 

19 

Detail 

Praise 

9 
        

Meaningless 8 

Positive 

expression 

50 
        

Missing 12 

 

 

Apart from the general positive expressions, most comments show pride of Sweden 

and appreciation of the detail as well as Volvo’s Swedish heritage: 

 

 

 

 

“MADE IN GHOTEBURG SWEDEN” 

 

“[…] I picked mine up at the factory and they gave me a tour. Very impressive” 

 

But there are also users that perceive Volvo as not truly Swedish anymore since it 

was sold to a Chinese company. This contradicts the theory that the perceived COO 

is the place that a product is associated with, rather than where it is produced 

(Papadopoulos 1993): 

 

“Swedish heart, Chinese quality?”, “Nice chinese car”, “You aren't wearing 

Chinese flag???” or “Shouldn’t it be the Chinese flag now?” 
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One brings up the Swedish value sustainability, although this is not the topic of the 

post: 

 

“Volvo when are we going to see vegan options in your interior options!!!!!!!!!! 

Seriously Consider this!!!!!” 

 

Another connects the flag directly to the FIFA world cup, showing the culture 

subcategory sports: 

 

  

 

Overall, the Swedish heritage is more in focus than Volvo itself, and the 

commentators mostly react positively. Apart from the comments on Volvo being 

Chinese, there is no need for discussions and the post does not bring up 

controversies. However, the users are still very motivated to engage. 
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5 Discussion and Conclusion 

In this paper, the interaction between nation branding and corporate branding has 

been examined using the example of Volvo’s international Instagram channel and 

the Swedish nation brand. The literature review has shown the importance of nation 

branding for companies and a noticeable lack of relevant international research on 

Volvo’s usage of the Swedish nation brand. As an attempt to reduce this scarcity of 

information, Volvo’s use of Swedish nation branding was examined in terms of 

topics, location and frequency. MCDA was used to analyse how nation branding is 

communicated multimodally by Volvo through its Instagram channel and how is it 

perceived by followers. 

 

 Theoretical Findings  

In this chapter the major findings of the analysis will be summarised and the 

research questions will be answered. 

 

1. With which topics, where and how frequently is the Swedish nation 

brand communicated by Volvo? 

 

The most represented subcategory is countryside. Mostly the location is not tagged 

but the landscapes match the typical Swedish image. When the location is tagged, 

Luleå is the most common. The area in Lapland matches the common presentation 

and global image of snowy scenes and winter landscapes which represents the 

durability and strength of the country and the product. In the subcategory city, 

Gothenburg is mainly represented, showing the importance of the headquarter for 

Volvo’s heritage. The posts with Swedish values mostly include the subcategories 

safety or sustainability, as these are Volvo’s core values and common topics in the 

car industry. The less represented but probably more striking subcategories are 

gender equality and gay pride. These match the “people first” idea of Volvo and 

make the company stand out with niche topics that are not common in the car 

industry. Volvo furthermore covers big parts of the Swedish culture in their feed. 

Design is again very relatable to the car industry, but the posts are mostly not about 

car design itself but about collaborations with fashion brands or events around 

design as well as about the Volvo designers themselves, putting people in the 



40 

 

foreground again. The other culture topics are represented in posts for special days 

and events, like the FIFA world cup, holidays or the Nobel Prize ceremony. Volvo 

takes the opportunities that happen throughout the year to represent the Swedish 

nation brand. In contrast to the other categories, the cultural posts except design 

mostly go by occasions rather than being part of campaigns or the continuous 

content.  

More than half of the posts last year are representing the Swedish nation brand. The 

references are similarly represented in the content and the description while the 

location is used less for that purpose. However, Volvo includes the Swedish nation 

brand in more posts in the second half of the observed period than in the first half. 

If it is not for the content in the winter months, Volvo might consider nation 

branding more and more important. The followers actively engage more with posts 

that include Swedish nation brand, but the differences are too small to prove an 

influence of the Swedish nation brand on engagement. 

 

2. How is nation branding communicated multimodally by Volvo through 

posts on its Instagram channel and how is it perceived? 

 

All examples of the MCDA multimodally communicate the interaction between 

Volvo and the Swedish nation brand, some more obvious than others. The content 

is presented with high modality and coherence between picture, description and 

location if available. The Swedish national culture and the nation’s values are 

presented as more important than Volvo’s brand, while Swedish geography serves 

to highlight the car’s qualities and its heritage. Post number three even shows no 

clues on the brand, other than that it is posted by Volvo. Here, Sweden is in full 

focus while in other examples the Swedish nation brand is only indirectly 

communicated, by not pointing out the country itself but representing its values and 

geography. The planned speed limitation shows the importance of Volvo’s core 

values. As one user said, “I like the idea that a manufacturer actually breaks the 

logic of faster, higher and bigger”, Volvo is an exception in the car industry to put 

safety over other attributes, even if that could mean a sales decrease. In general, the 

Swedish nation brand is represented in a modern and realistic way without 



41 

 

Stereotypes. Although it is a common image, long winters and frozen lakes are 

reality in Sweden. 

The analysis of the comments shows, that all posts are motivating the users to 

engage and that the responses are mostly positive. The post about safety evokes a 

lot of discussion and the value is clearly recognised, but the users do not link the 

post to Sweden directly. The geography posts neither is commented a lot on 

regarding Sweden, although the location is tagged. Here, the comments are more 

about the model or general appreciation with less regard to the landscape or 

conditions. Contrarily, the flag post is rarely motivating users to comment on the 

brand, Sweden is in clear focus of the comments. Overall, the categories of the 

Swedish nation brand are recognised, but the posts are not associated with Sweden 

unless it is very obviously represented. 

 

 Discussion 

When analysing the posts and interpreting Volvo’s intention, one must keep in mind 

that Volvo would not do anything to harm the brand long-term just to align with the 

Swedish nation brand. While, for example, the speed limitation initiates an 

important discussion about speed as a safety hazard, it is mainly an essential part of 

Volvo’s marketing strategy to be a pioneer in safety. It is a brand core that probably 

would neither be surrendered for the Swedish nation brand, nor to upset customers. 

Some customers promised to never buy a Volvo again; others fully supported the 

step, but overall, the correlation between commenters and actual customers should 

maybe not be overrated. 

On other posts (e.g. post number 28), it seems that Volvo prioritises Sweden over 

the product.  According to the comments, many users are aware that Volvo is not 

owned by a Swedish company anymore. Therefore, it is important to stress and 

emphasise the Swedish heritage. As discussed in chapter 2.4, Swedish products are 

associated with positive attributes, which might not be the case for Chinese 

products. Therefore, setting focus on the flag in this post could be more a smart 

marketing strategy than pride. Overall, all posts must be viewed with a critical view 

on Volvo’s presumable marketing strategy in mind. 

Also, it is important to emphasise that nearly half of the posts within the last year 

were not categorised as Swedish nation branding. Most of them are rather neutral 
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regarding the Swedish nation brand (e.g. new models or features). However, there 

are several posts about the Volvo Ocean Race, a yacht race around the world 

sponsored by Volvo. This could be contradictory to the important value of 

sustainability.  

 

 Limitations 

While executing the analyses and writing the thesis, several limitations were 

discovered: 

 

- The literature on nation branding, COO and IKEA is very broad and aspects 

were left out due to space restrictions 

- The results would be more generalisable if more than one channel and one 

brand were looked at 

- Different brands could have been compared, to evaluate if it was right to 

exclude innovation from the analysis as a general value in the car industry 

and other subcategories like safety and design could have been evaluated as 

primarily Swedish or general car industry topics 

- The posts were only examined separately in the content analysis, topics like 

gender equality or diversity might have been giving interesting results when 

analysing and comparing the feed as a whole 

- Due to space and time restrictions, only a few images were analysed in depth 

and only pictures were analysed with MCDA 

- The choice of examples for MCDA could have been deducted more 

scientifically 

- MCDA could have been conducted on more posts to answer the second 

research question more general 

- It could have been examined how obvious the Swedish nation brand is 

presented to evaluate the influence on engagement better 

- Unfortunately, the author could not obtain a statement from Volvo which 

would have been an interesting addition 

- In future, it would be appropriate to include more experts to ensure the 

objectivity of the categories in the content analyses and the interpretation of 

the MCDA 
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 Directions for Future Research 

This research is a stepping stone for various further research and on its basis many 

subsequent studies can be conducted. It would be interesting to: 

 

- Perform MCDA on more posts to get further insights 

- Compare Volvo’s international Instagram channel to their national channels 

to examine nation-specific differences 

- Analyse an iconic brand like Volkswagen from another country similarly 

and compare it to Volvo 

- Analyse more automotive companies on a global scale to distinguish 

common car industry branding tools from specific nation branding tools  

- Analyse more posts in detail about certain topics, for example all content 

including people to examine gender equality or diversity 

- Examine certain campaigns or topics in more detail, such as the presentation 

of the niche topic ‘gay pride’ or the execution of the speed limitation 

campaign 

- Analyse other marketing channels of Volvo and compare the data to the 

content analysis 

- Use the analyses of the comments as a pattern for further research that takes 

user comments into account 

- Add a study with a test group on how the posts are perceived  

- Add an official interview with a representative of Volvo 

- Analyse the 80 posts that do not deal with the Swedish nation brand on 

whether they contradict the here demonstrated values, culture and 

geography 
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7 Appendix 

 

Appendix 1: Complete content analysis 
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Appendix 2: Posts representing the Swedish nation brand including categories 

and subcategories 

 

 

Number Date  Photo/Video/Carousel Theme  Subcategories 

6 16.04.2018 Video    National Culture Design  

 

 

7 18.04.2018 Video National Culture Design  

 

8 19.04.2018 Video National Culture Design  
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9 19.04.2018 Photo National Culture/National Values Design

 Sustainability (emissions) 

 

 

11 27.04.2018 Photo National Values Sustainability (emissions)  

 

 

20 19.05.2018 Carousel National Values Sustainability (Plastic) 
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24 29.05.2018 Carousel National Geography Countryside 

(Unknown)  

 

 

27 04.06.2018 Video National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  

 

 

28 06.06.2018 Photo National Culture Holidays (National Day)

 Flag 
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31 09.06.2018 Carousel/video National Values Safety  

 Gay Pride 

 

 

36 17.06.2018 Photo National Geography City (Sweden)  

 

 

37 18.06.2018 Carousel National Values/National Geography

 Sustainability (Plastic) City (Sweden) 
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40 21.06.2018 Carousel National Geography City (Sweden)  

 

 

41 22.06.2018 Photo National Culture/National Geography City 

(Sweden) Holidays (Midsommar) 

 

 

44 27.06.2018 Photo National Culture Sports (World Cup) Flag 
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49 03.07.2018 Photo National Culture Sports (World Cup)  

 

 

51 06.07.2018 Video National Values/National Geography Gay 

Pride City (Sweden) 

 

 

52 07.07.2018 Carousel National Geography City (Sweden)  
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55 16.07.2018 Video National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  

 

 

60 26.07.2018 Carousel National Geography City (Scandinavia)  

 

 

66 09.08.2018 Video National Values/National Geography

 Countryside (Unknown) Sustainability (emissions) 
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67 13.08.2018 Video National Values Safety    Gay Pride 

 

 

69 21.08.2018 Video National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  

 

 

77 05.09.2018 Video National Values Sustainability (emissions)  
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78 13.09.2018 Video National Values Sustainability (emissions)  

 

 

79 14.09.2018 Photo National Values Sustainability (emissions)

 Safety 

 

 

83 25.09.2018 Video National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  
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85 28.09.2018 Carousel National Geography Countryside 

(Unknown)  

 

 

88 09.10.2018 Carousel National Values Sustainability (Plastic)

  

 

89 12.10.2018 Photo National Values Sustainability (emissions)  
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90 15.10.2018 Photo National Values Safety  

 

 

91 16.10.2018 Photo National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  

 

 

99 29.10.2018 Carousel National Culture Design  
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100 30.10.2018 Carousel National Culture Design  

 

 

102 01.11.2018 Carousel National Culture Design  

 

 

103 02.11.2018 Carousel National Culture Design  
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105 09.11.2018 Photo National Geography City (Sweden)  

 

 

109 19.11.2018 Photo National Values/National Geography

 Sustainability (emissions) Countryside (Unknown) 

 

 

110 20.11.2018 Photo National Geography City (Scandinavia)  

 



72 

 

 

113 26.11.2018 Carousel National Geography Countryside 

(Scandinavia)  

 

 

114 27.11.2018 Photo National Culture Design  

 

 

115 29.11.2018 Photo National Geography City (Sweden)  
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116 03.12.2018 Video National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  

 

 

117 04.12.2018 Carousel National Geography Countryside 

(Unknown)  

 

 

118 05.12.2018 Video National Culture Science (Nobel)  
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119 06.12.2018 Video National Culture Science (Nobel)  

 

 

120 11.12.2018 Video National Culture Science (Nobel)  

 

 

122 14.12.2018 Video National Culture Design  
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123 17.12.2018 Video National Culture Design  

 

 

124 19.12.2018 Video National Culture/National Geography Design

 Countryside (Sweden) 

 

 

125 25.12.2018 Photo National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  
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126 27.12.2018 Video National Culture Design  

 

 

127 31.12.2018 Photo National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  

 

 

128 03.01.2019 Photo National Values/National Geography

 Countryside (Unknown) Safety 
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129 04.01.2019 Photo National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  

 

 

131 09.01.2019 Photo National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  

 

 

132 14.01.2019 Photo National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  

 



78 

 

 

133 16.01.2019 Photo National Geography City (Sweden)  

 

 

134 17.01.2019 Carousel National Geography Countryside (Sweden)

  

 

137 24.01.2019 Carousel National Geography Countryside 

(Scandinavia)  
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138 28.01.2019 Video National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  

 

 

140 30.01.2019 Carousel National Culture Design  

 

 

141 31.01.2019 Carousel National Geography Countryside (Sweden)
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142 04.02.2019 Video National Geography Countryside (Unknown)  

 

 

143 05.02.2019 Photo National Geography Countryside (Sweden)  

 

 

144 08.02.2019 Carousel National Geography Countryside (Sweden)

  



81 

 

 

145 11.02.2019 Carousel National Geography Countryside 

(Scandinavia)  

 

 

146 13.02.2019 Carousel National Geography Countryside 

(Scandinavia)  

 

147 14.02.2019 Video National Values/National Geography Safety

 Countryside (Unknown) 
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148 18.02.2019 Photo National Values Safety  

 

 

149 19.02.2019 Video National Culture/National Geography

 Countryside (Scandinavia) Flag 

 

 

151 21.02.2019 Photo National Values Sustainability (emissions)  
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152 22.02.2019 Carousel National Values Sustainability 

(emissions)  

 

 

153 25.02.2019 Carousel National Geography Countryside (Sweden)

  

 

154 28.02.2019 Video National Geography Countryside (Sweden)  
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155 01.03.2019 Video National Values Sustainability (emissions)  

 

 

156 04.03.2019 Video National Values Safety  

 

 

157 07.03.2019 Photo National Values Safety  
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158 11.03.2019 Photo National Values/National Geography

 Countryside (Unknown) Safety 

 

 

160 20.03.2019 Video (animated) National Values Safety Gender 

Equality 

 

 

161 25.03.2019 Video (animated) National Values Safety Gender 

Equality 
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162 26.03.2019 Video (animated) National Values Safety Gender 

Equality 

 

 

163 27.03.2019 Video (Graphic) National Values Safety Gender 

Equality 

 

 

164 29.03.2019 Video (Graphic) National Values Safety Gender 

Equality 


