Packaging Pakistan

Creating Pakistan's positive, global image is a multi-pronged task but most importantly it begins at home by giving people a sense of participation and ownership in national life

By Nadeem Sarwar

The current socio-political scenario of the world has pushed the image of Pakistan over the edge into extreme limits of negativity. Especially, ever since September 11, 2001, the recurrent image of Pakistan as a heaven for the Al-Qaeda and extremist fundamentalist groups has left little to the imagination of the world at large. Various governments have tried, only half-heartedly, to address the issue but without any success. The reasons for the failure are multiple, including a lack of planning, a non-professional approach towards the treatment of problem, not having clear objectives and most of all incompetence of implementing bodies.

The world does not see Pakistan in its reality, as a moderate, progressive nation on its way to becoming a part of the peaceful, prosperous member of the comity of nations. The need to build a positive image for the country, not only on political side but also on the investment front, is more acute than ever before. In the world of business the next hub of growth is Asia. This is where the global marketeers are now focusing after the markets in the West seem to have saturated. The size of consumer community, especially in China and South Asia, is luring all types of businesses to invest in this region. Attracting this immense amount of investment coming in and creating a lucrative market for the investors is the next logical step for the countries in the region to take. This is of special importance for Pakistan due to its negative publicity in the world media which has created an unfavorable picture of the country in the minds of people in the rest of the world.

Pakistan is now ready to step onto the next level of development. If it wants to realise its potential, it has to build a better and positive image of itself. This should follow by ensuring that the investors can see the opportunities present in the country and also be reassured that their investment would receive solid returns, security and stability.

Fortunately, Pakistan is not short of strengths that, if projected properly, can give the present image of the country a substantially positive look. Its strategic location -- as a neighboring state of China, India, Iran and Afghanistan and being a gateway to Central Asian states, its diverse geographical landscape and exotic locations, its current economic boom, specially in manufacturing industries like textile, leather, medical equipment and sports and its rich history and culture are the pegs that can be used to change the outlook of the country. The only requirement is to use dexterously all what Pakistan has. Major hurdles, on the other hand, are lack of infrastructure in many sectors like tourism, poor preservation of historical sites, low literacy rate and presence of big disparity of income.

The solution to these problems lies in coming up with a well thought-out campaign, encompassing all levels of communication and helping to change the mindset of the world with reference to Pakistan. The first step will be to increase the visibility of the country and the positive projection of its name. Material can be prepared for media to show the softer and progressive side of Pakistan. Taking a cue from India's 'revealing India', and Malaysia's 'Malaysia: Truly Asia' campaigns is not a bad idea. Both the campaigns focus on these countries' strengths like cultural diversity and highlight the opportunities available. For Pakistan, it should be no problem to highlight the diversity of its culture and its historical and geographical importance in the sub-continent. Bringing to the fore the ongoing economic and social progress and focusing on the emerging opportunities should be other key factors of this campaign which emphasises the present potential and strengths of the nation rather than glorifying the past.

The second step in this campaign will be to work towards changing the mindset, helping to change perceptions of the world towards Pakistan. Here Pakistan is presented as a place to be, stressing on its cultural and investment prospects.

There are numerous ways through which these goals can be achieved but the key to success lies in patience. Changing perceptions takes place at a slow and steady pace. The information needs time to get absorbed and change in mindset follows steadily. Whatever course is taken to achieve the goal to improve Pakistan's image, it must be a continuous process.

To create a fresh, modern and progressive picture of Pakistan, we need to ensure a widespread dissemination of material in the media. Material should be prepared on the culture, politics, economics, personalities and various places of travel within Pakistan. In electronic media many existing programmes can be targeted which offer similar information about different regions and countries to their viewers. Again taking the example of India, they have done it quite well. Most of the known electronic media channels have their production offices in India now, and they are making programmes projecting different facets of life in this diverse country. There is no reason why a similar strategy cannot work for Pakistan.

Another important thing needed is to make our missions abroad proactive. They need to be encouraged to showcase various cultural events. Pakistani art, culture, sports, music, clothes, industry, theatre, performers, literature, etc, can be promoted via festivals and shows. Special short documentaries can be made on various topics like investment opportunities and various industries in Pakistan and their growth possibilities, and then can be showcased at different national and cultural events abroad through our diplomatic missions.

Once basic awareness regarding Pakistan is there, the next challenge can be tackled, which is to change the mindsets. At this point hardcore advertising and image building campaigns will be needed. These campaigns can be built around promoting success stories from within and outside of Pakistan, and using other pegs like cultural festivals and tourism and investment opportunities.

Pakistan is a me´lange of various cultures. Its diversity is its strength. Originating from a rich historical heritage and mixing with present realities, these cultures have an in-built attraction for the world at large. The traditions of music and liberal arts are strong enough in Pakistan to create quite a stir abroad. Cultural festivals attract attention like nothing else. Through tourism and advertising we can promote these festivals on the international level, using print and electronic media and the Internet.

Most multinationals in Pakistan have foreign heads. Their interviews or profiles can be done to show how successful their ventures have been in Pakistan. These testimonies can lend credibility to promote Pakistan campaign on a global level. Companies like Unilever, Pakistan Tobacco Company, Shell, British Petroleum, etc, can talk about their achievements in the Pakistani market and the future opportunities they have to take their businesses still further.

Again following India's lead on how they have given ownership to the people of Indian origin settled in other countries, by introducing the concept of NRIs (Non Resident Indians). They enjoy a special status and are not excluded from the mainstream Indian experience. In Pakistan, a few efforts had been made to replicate the concept but as they lacked planning (and perhaps sincerity) and have failed. People of Pakistani origin settled all over the world are in significant numbers which should be a huge plus point, to be utilised by owning them and letting them feel that they own the country of their origin. They must be assured that even when they live in other parts of the globe they are wanted and loved back home and they should feel proud of the fact. These individuals can be listed for help and asked for support to further the cause of building Pakistan's image. Most of them will be willing to do anything for their motherland, if just given proper recognition and opportunity. The areas where these expatriates reside in large numbers can also be showcased as presenting the progressive and modern side of Pakistan.

Conscious, persistent and planned efforts should be made to promote industry locally. If our products are visible in international markets, so will be the name of the country. This visibility can neutralise the negative publicity we are currently getting. Many local industries like textile, sports and medical equipment, and many others -- like precious stones, woodwork and computer software -- are already competing well in world markets and they have huge potential to go beyond that.

Last but not the least is the need to inculcate national pride in the citizen of Pakistan. Only broadcasting national songs for the purpose will not be enough. Pride comes with ownership and that has no meaning without the sense of participation in the national life. Creating an atmosphere of equal opportunities for all citizens of Pakistan is important in this regard. This will help stoke patriotism and pride, the two most essential ingredients to have a positive image of itself and be able to convince the rest of the world about it.

 

