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1The surveys were conducted before Hong Kong reverted to Chinese sovereignty
so they are recorded separately here. We fully recognise that the Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region is an integral part of China.

The surveys asked a range of questions
about people's perceptions of Britain,
covering such issues as:

Britain as democratic and
constitutional model

There is much debate just now about
Britain's image abroad. What is it?
What should it be? The influential
Demos report 'Britain'P" claims that
'Britain's identity is in flux' and that
the time is ripe for re-branding. It says
that Britain is seen as a 'backward
looking has-been' whose products are
'low tech and bad value' produced by a
business culture that is 'hostile to free
trade'. In the wake of the discussion
surrounding the report the
Government set up Panel 2000to advise
it on how to improve official
presentation of Britain abroad.

The British Council has hard data to
contribute to this debate. It paints a
somewhat more positive picture than
that put forward by some
commentators. Through its local
offices in 109countries the Council has
its ear to the ground and a wide range
of contacts to consult. It constantly
hears and collects views about Britain
in the countries in which it works.
Between 1992and 1996it built up these
informal assessments with a
programme of formal market research.
Samples of approximately 120 people
in each country were interviewed.
They included people who were from
today's authority generation and
tomorrow's successor generation.

The British legal system

Diversity and discrimination in
Britain

Britain as an entrepreneurial
country

British education

British arts and media

The surveys provide a solid baseline of
data about important aspects of
Britain's image overseas. This article
is based on the results of the surveys
from eight countries in East Asia plus
South Africa, Brazil and the Czech
Republic. The East Asian countries
are China, Hong Kong', Indonesia,
Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Philippines
and Thailand. This sample of
countries includes OECD and
G8 members, Common~ealth and
non-Commonwealth, developing,
transitional and newly industrialised
countries. We intend soon to do more
surveys in Europe and the Americas.
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The overall message of the surveys is that Britain's international reputation is
mixed but in general positive. There are some areas in which we are seen to
perform badly but in many others we are held in high regard.

We are seen to be a major influence in international affairs, a friend to most
countries and responsive to international development needs. We have a
responsible attitude to protecting the environment.

Most people view Britain as a model of democracy and constitutional government
although there are some doubts about the fairness of our legal system. But most
countries seriously doubt that our media tells the truth.

In the main women are seen to have an equal place in our society and we respect
the rights of ethnic minorities although far fewer respondents felt that we
welcome foreigners to our shores.

With some exceptions people in most countries felt that our industry has good
managers although, perhaps surprisingly, fewer think that Britain encourages
free enterprise.

The most consistently positive ratings were given for the excellence of our higher
education. Study in UK is seen as giving good value for money.

However a sizeable minority in many countries felt that we are not a leader in
scientific research. Views on our arts were even worse. Most countries agreed
that our arts are renowned but nearly always this was rooted in past rather than
present achievements.
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democratic
constitutional government

Over 75% of people in nearly all the
countries surveyed regard Britain as a
strong model of democracy and
c~mstitutional government. In
Thailand and Korea the figure is over
90%. A similar set of questions put to
East Asian business leaders in a Far
Eastern Economic Review survey in
1997gavea very similar result. In our
survey China is the sole exception.
Only 25% of the older generation see
Britain as a model, but encouragingly
the figure rises to 60%among younger
people. Possibly the freer flow of
information in modern China is
affecting attitudes. In contrast, the
Hong Kong figure is over 80%for both
generations.

The surveys asked peoplewhether they
thought that everyone gets a fair trial
in Britain. Views are generally very
positive. The figure for those agreeing
with this question was almost always
over 65% and usually over 70%, but
with Japan and South Korea showing
somedoubts with rather lower figures.
China once more is the significant
exception although younger people
again have a more positive view. Fewer
than a quarter of older Chinese
respondents believe that people get a
fair trial in Britain but this improves
to half of younger people.

The surveys asked for peoples' viewson
whether they thought that Britain
discriminates against ethnic minorities
and women. They also asked whether
foreigners are welcome in Britain,
whether we have a friendly attitude
towards other countries and if we
value our relationships with them.

The questions on discrimination
produced quite a consistent picture
with the majority of respondents,
usually over 80%, thinking that we do
respect the rights of minorities and
that we do not discriminate against
women. In the Czech Republic a
massive 95% of those surveyed hold
these views and, for once, the China
figures also are very positive. South
Africa has the least favourable view of
Britain with 18% to 20% of people
saying that ethnic minorities and
women are discriminated against.

Views on our attitude towards
foreigners do vary considerably. In
Thailand, Indonesia and the
Philippines more than 70% of
respondents think that foreigners are
welcome in Britain but this drops to
less than 40% in Brazil and South
Korea. Other countries surveyed have
figures of between 40% and 55% with
no real difference between Asian,
African and European countries. A
similar spread of opinion is shown in
views on our friendliness towards
particular countries and the degree to
which we value our relations with
them. Surprisingly, the South Koreans
feel strongly that we are friendly
towards them but that we do not value
the relationship.
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Entre~reneurial

The surveys asked three questions about the UK's commercial competitiveness.
It asked if people thought that Britain encourages free enterprise, whether its
companies are well managed and whether it takes a lead in scientific research.
Viewsare very mixed and there are wide differences between countries. In some
we are seen to be performing poorly while others see us to be quite competitive.

In every country except Japan around 60% to 70% of respondents agreed that
Britain encourages free enterprise. Japan is an anomaly in this case. The figure
there is less than 40%. When asked about the quality of British management
only China and Malaysia showed any real doubts although Asia generally gave
poorer figures than other parts of the world. Fifty per cent of the Chinese sample
agreed with the question 'British industry lacks goodmanagers'. In other Asian
countries the figures were better, usually between 20% and 30% agreeing with
the question. The figures are better still in South Africa, Brazil and the Czech
Republic with only around 10% having a poor opinion of British managers.

The Surveys asked respondents to agree or disagree with the statement that
'Britain is not a leader in scientific research.' There were very significant
differences between countries. Some, especially South Korea, Philippines,
Thailand and the Czech Republic think we are still a world leader. In others,
especially Malaysia, Japan, Hong Kong and China, between 40% and 50% of
people think we are off the pace internationally.

However,we are seen to be committed to protecting the environment. Between
70% and 90% of people in nearly all countries rate us very highly.

Overall the picture is one of a country which encourages free enterprise, whose
industry is usually well managed but which lacks a clear reputation for its
scientific innovation. The findings of the Council's Surveys are at odds with
those of the Global Competitiveness Report, published by the World Economic
Forum, which now ranks Britain 4th out of the 53countries it looked at in terms
of the competitiveness of their economies. The Report suggests that some of the
comparative strengths of the British economy are the professionalism of its
managers, the openness of its markets and the strength of its scientific research
institutions. The Council's surveys covered a cross section of the public whereas
the Competitiveness report was compiled by experts and based on national
statistics and the views of those in business. It shows how public perceptions
can lag behind reality. But of course it is perceptions that drive behaviour.
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British Education

The quality and extensiveness of
education and training are also
important factors in competitiveness
but we consider education separately
because it is also a major export for the
UK. Universities alone bring into
Britain about £1 billion annually from
overseas student fees and associated
expenditures.

The surveys asked two questions about
education. One asked about the
standard of higher education in
relation to our main competitors
Australia, the USA, Canada, France
and Germany. Britain scored very
highly with nearly everycountry giving
over 90% agreement to the excellence
of our higher education. Our main
competitors in terms of reputation
were Germany and the USA.

The second question asked whether
studying in Britain gavegood value for
money. Here again Britain scored very
highly with over 60% agreeing in most
countries. Even in the lowest, South
Africa, the figure was 55%. The
responses to these two questions
confirm that Britain has a very strong
reputation overseas for excellence in
higher education and as a study
destination for overseas students.



Creativity in the Arts

The Surveys produced mixedmessages
about Britain's reputation in the arts.
When asked to respond to the
statement 'This country is renowned
for creativity and innovation in the
arts' generally over 70% of
respondents agreed. A high figure,
although usually wewere ranked below
France and the USA. China was a
significant exception with only around
40% thinking Britain was known for
artistic innovation. However, when
asked to respond to the proposition
that 'Britain's reputation for the arts
is based more in the past than the
present' most people agreed. Generally
the figure was over 60% with China,
Korea and Malaysia having figures of
over 80%. South Africa and Japan are
lower but are still above 50%. These
results appear to suggest that the past
rather than the present continues to
mould perceptions of our artistic
creativity. The result parallels poor
views of our scientific creativity. We
may feel that the UK is a modern
creative country but the public
overseas still sees us in a different
light.

...
The surveys asked respondents to
agree or disagree with the statement
'The British media tells the truth'.
Disappointingly there is not verymuch
respect for our media. The worst views
were-fromMalaysia where only 20%of
respondents trust the British media
and China where the figure is only
around 40%. Other countries have
better figures but they still hover
around the 50% mark. The only two
countries which show a clear trust in
the truthfulness of the British media
are South Korea and the Czech
Republic, each having a figure of
over 70%.

Perhaps it is not surprising that the
worst figures are fromcountries where
the local media are not entirely free of
state control and where there has been
some hostile government rhetoric
against Britain. But it is still worrying
that our media are seen to be partial
with the truth especially when
information and news are global
commodities that are increasingly
available to citizens everywhere. There
will surely be a growing premium on
news that is considered reliable and
honest. Further research needs to be
done however. Wedo not know if the
BBC World Service is tainted by the
same views, nor how views of the
British media compare to those oflocal
media. Are we seen to be better or
worse?

difference?

In most cases the differences between
the younger and older generations were
small. But there was a slight general
trend for younger people to think a
little less well of us than do their
parent's generation. Our surveys did
not seek evidence about the reasons for
this and it is worth further research.
Does it really mean that our reputation
is in slow decline? Or could it mean
that people think better of us as they
get older and get to know us better?
Possibly. All we can say from our
surveys is that a decline, if any, is slow
and is not dramatic.

As might be expected people from
different countries do have very
different viewson particular aspects of
Britain but generally there was no
consistent difference between
countries. We have no evidence that
our overall reputation is significantly
better or worse in anyone country than
in another. However there is one
exception: China. Chinese
respondents gave Britain very low
scores on most questions and often
seemed significantly more doubtful
about us than were other countries. We
can only speculate about the cause. It
may reflect a general lack of personal
contact with UK, exacerbated by a
tightly controlled local media. The
survey was done during the final
negotiations about the handover of
Hong Kong, when Britain was
regularly lambasted in the Chinese
press, so it may have been only a
temporary problem. Clearly more
research is needed.
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.. ..
The British Council continues to monitor Britain's reputation overseas. A more
recent survey in Hong Kong and intensive discussions with small focus groups
in Japan have produced results which confirm many of the survey's findings.
They have also produced a new angle on how Britain's reputation is forged by
revealing significant differences between the view of those who had either visited
Britain or come into contact with British people in their own country, and those
who had not. Amongst those who had not visited Britain the reputation was of
a tradition bound, class based country relying on past glories and slow to change.
By contrast those who had visited Britain or had come into contact with British
people, arts and other events in their own country viewed Britain as dynamic,
innovative, multicultural and idiosyncratically original. Even in the wired-up
global village it seems that nothing beats a personal trip when it comes to really
knowing another society.
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The survey data

Note: most questions in the survey were phrased positively and the charts show
the percentage of respondents "strongly agreeing" or "agreeing". A fewquestions
were phrased negatively.In those cases the charts show the percentages "strongly
disagreeing" or "disagreeing". This means that in all the charts, a high score
indicates a positive view of Britain and a low score shows a negative view.
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Britain as a
democratic and

constitutional
model

Britain is a model of
democratic and

constitutional government

The British legal
system

British legal system ensures
everyone gets a fair trial
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Britain is committed to the
protection of the

environment

British education

Britain has an excellent
standard of higher education
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Study in Britain gives good
value for money

Entrepreneurial
Britain

Britain encourages free
enterprise
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British industry lacks good
managers

Britain is not a leader in
scientific research
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Diversity and
discrimination in

Britain

Britain does not respect the
rights of ethnic minorities

Women are discriminated
against in Britain
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Foreigners are welcome
in Britain

British arts and
media

Britain is renowned for
creativity and innovation in

the arts
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Britain's reputation in the
arts is based more on the

past than the present

The British media tells
the truth
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Britain's
international

relations

Britain is a major influence
in international students

Britain is responsive to the
development needs of others

Hongkong

Indonesia

'Malaysia

Philippines

Thailand

South Africa

Czech Rep

China

I

Japan

Korea

Brazil

o 20 40 60 80 100
Strongly agree and agree %

•
Authority • Successor
generation generation

China •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ~

Hongkong •••••••••••••••••••••••• ~II-----"
Indonesia 5~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~-

Japan t;••••••••••••••••••ii~iiii~ •••
Korea t~••••••••••••••ii••ii~ ••••••••••••••••~

Malaysia ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ •••••••••••••• ~
Philippines ~

Thailand ••• IIi••••••••••••••

South Africa •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

Brazil •••••• iiiiii••iiiiiiiiiiiiiiii.-------------~
CzechRep ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ..,

o 20 40 60 80 100
Strongly agree and agree %

•
Authority • Successor
generation generation

15



Britain has a friendly
attitude to this country

Britain values its
relationship with this

country
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