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ABSTRACT  
Sweden has consistently performed positively in global 
assessments of its nation brand and its contributions to global 
order. A testament to a century of agile image construction, 
Sweden’s ‘moral superpower’ branding has evolved in recent 
decades to encompass ideals of the ‘good international citizen’ 
that continue to elevate its status amongst middle powers. 
Despite Sweden’s moral record being imperfect, this article 
examines the reasons and methods behind Sweden’s 
overwhelming successes in political nation branding, asking 
whether these strategies are still viable into the mid-twenty-first 
century. The article frames Sweden’s moral nation brand through 
the concept of the good international citizen, which is identified 
as an integral component of effective middle power strategy in 
the contemporary international system. As recent geopolitical 
events have forced Sweden to reconsider its foreign policy 
objectives and align with more realist, hard power agendas, it 
argues that of leaning into the good international citizen as 
normative/behavioural nation branding is required to bridge the 
gap between Swedish imagery and reality.
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Introduction

In indices measuring global perceptions of national brands and reputation, such as the 
Anholt-Ipsos Nation Branding Index (NBI), Sweden consistently appears in the top ten 
(see Figure 1 below), indicating that it has a cohesive nation brand attractive to inter-
national society and markets. In the Good Country Index (GCI), Sweden has not only con-
sistently been assessed as in the global top ten but has also achieved first ranking in three 
of the five available versions since the index began in 2014 (see Figure 3 below). As an 
index that seeks to assess states’ performance in policy areas with normative value in 
the international system, such as world order, peace, and equality, the GCI in effect 
assesses Sweden’s performance as a ‘good international citizen’ (GIC). The notion of 
being a good international citizen, often associated with middle power politics in the 
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international system, has been integrated effectively with Sweden’s ‘moral superpower’ 
nation brand, whereby the Swedish state has self-identified as an exceptionally activist 
moral force, ‘a natural role model in the international community [that takes] it upon 
itself to act as a guide to other actors in the system’ (Dahl, 2006, p. 895). In recent 
decades, Sweden has built on these foundations to enhance its global reputation as a 
liberal, feminist, humanist, and morally-progressive welfare state whose values permeates 
both its domestic and international politics (Aggestam & Bergman-Rosamond, 2016; 
Becker-Jakob et al., 2013; Brysk, 2009; Skilbrei, 2021).

However, Sweden’s ‘exemplary’ moral image has been criticised as a thin veneer that 
obscures the realities of a complex, pluralist society. Sweden is currently grappling with 
rising waves of populism and xenophobia in response to recent migrant crises, takes a 
selective view of its history, particularly around wartime neutrality and eugenics, its treat-
ment of Sámi, Roma and other minorities, and the state’s environmental impacts are often 
inconsistent with their message of environmental consciousness (Bryant, 2023; Hivert, 
2022; Raoul Wallenberg Institute, 2022; Sanandaji, 2018; Tomson, 2020; Trägårdh, 2018). 
Behind these domestic and foreign policy challenges, Sweden also faces an increasingly 
bipolar and anti-globalising geopolitical situation, as evidenced by growing tensions 
between the USA and China, the Russia-Ukraine conflict and Swedish NATO-membership, 
and a global paradigmatic shift (Alberque & Schreer, 2022; Men et al., 2020; Ross et al., 
2021; Savolainen, 2024).

This article seeks to explain how and why Sweden has been so successful in crafting an 
overwhelmingly positive international image through nation branding strategies and asks 
whether these strategies are still viable into the mid-twenty-first century. This discussion 
is framed through the concept of the good international citizen, which is identified as an 
integral component of effective middle power strategy in the contemporary international 
system. It argues that the Swedish approach to middle power politics occurs at the inter-
section of normative and behavioural models as its normative values inform strategic 
behaviours. When combined with Sweden’s soft and smart power strategies, this intersec-
tion between the normative and behavioural informs an effective nation branding tactic 
that reinforces Sweden’s status, power, and influence within the international system. It 
then applies this framework to analyse the historical development of the Swedish 
nation brand since the 1950s, illustrating how it has been deployed and altered strategi-
cally over time to maintain a positive image for the benefit of the Swedish nation, both 
domestically and internationally. As recent geopolitical events have forced Sweden to 
reconsider its foreign policy objectives and align with more realist, hard power 
agendas, it ends by arguing that Sweden must continue to utilise the good international 
citizen framework as a normative/behavioural nation branding to reconcile Swedish 
values and its geopolitical realities.

Middle power strategies: soft power and good international citizenship

As the name suggests, middle powers exercise neither great nor small power in the inter-
national system, but most share a ‘propensity to promote cohesion and stability in the 
world system’ (Jordaan, 2003, p. 165). In their typology of middle powers, Cooper et al. 
(1993) identify four approaches to defining middle powers: position (relative status to 
great and small powers), geography (geographically located between great powers), 
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normative (greater moral status compared to either great or minor powers), and behav-
ioural (characterised by different styles of behaviour in international politics). They ident-
ify the behavioural as the most useful for their purposes and critique the normative for its 
smugness, its exclusion of many other states that otherwise exhibit middle power attri-
butes, and its failure to adequately explain some foreign policy decisions (Cooper et al., 
1993, p. 19). Patience (2014) offers three conceptualisations of his own: the Concert of 
Europe model (a broadly realist approach that focuses on the alignment of smaller 
powers with bigger powers, or coalition-building), the regionalist (the cultivation of 
regional groupings to address interests enabling greater influence in the international 
system than afforded by acting alone), and the neo-Kantian (a behavioural model with 
normative undertones). Within the behavioural definition, Efstathopoulos (2018) identifies 
three major preferences that define middle power behaviour: projecting good inter-
national citizenship, seeking multilateral solutions to global problems, and alleviating 
instability in global affairs via crisis management initiatives. These are generally achieved 
through three strategies: niche diplomacy, intellectual and entrepreneurial leadership, 
and coalition-building (Efstathopoulos, 2018).

Furthermore, the concept of the ‘good international citizen’ (GIC) is core to the behav-
ioural definition of middle powers – indeed, Abbondanza (2021, p. 190) suggests that 
‘there cannot be a “quintessential” middle power that is not a good international 
citizen at the same time’. The Australian foreign minister (1988–1996) Evans’ (1989) 
initial formulation of the GIC concept established its key characteristics of ‘enlightened 
self-interest’, humanitarianism, and cosmopolitan values. Others have since characterised 
GICs as ‘global do-gooders’ (Lawler, 1992), states whose diplomacy is aimed at ‘amelior-
ating the “common weal”’ (Nossal, 1999, p. 99), a ‘strategy of the third way’ between 
realism and cosmopolitanism (Wheeler & Dunne, 1998, p. 853), and ‘civilising agents’ in 
international society (Shapcott, 2020, p. 246).

Such descriptions emphasise the normative undertones of the GIC concept. As Nossal 
(1999, p. 100) explains, a key part of GIC is ‘to convince others to alter their behaviour’; but, 
more specifically, it is to convince others to adopt a more cosmopolitan and humanitarian 
mindset. Patience’s (2014) conceptualisation of the neo-Kantian middle power imagining 
further supports Abbondanza’s argument for the intersection between middle powers 
and GIC by emphasising these cosmopolitan ideals. Importantly, Patience’s neo-Kantian 
model also highlights the role of soft and smart power for assisting middle powers to 
accrue and wield influence.

The concept of soft power first emerged as one of the new models for understanding 
the shifting power dynamics of the post-Cold War era (Nye, 1990). Nye (1990, p. 154) 
observed that, 

Traditionally the test of a great power was its strength in war. Today, however, the definition 
of power is losing its emphasis on military force and conquest that marked earlier eras. The 
factors of technology, education, and economic growth are becoming more significant in 
international power, while geography, population, and raw materials are becoming some-
what less important.

In this new system of power in world politics, Nye predicted that ‘soft’ techniques of 
attraction and co-option rather than hard, coercive strategies would be key, identifying 
culture, political values, and policies as three core resources for developing soft power. 
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Importantly, Nye characterised this new era in world politics as one that enabled a 
diffusion of power toward smaller nations and other non-state actors. With its emphasis 
on the attractiveness of values and policies, soft power becomes an important resource 
for establishing international norms that align with the wielding state’s own values. Fur-
thermore, establishing such norms becomes a further display of (soft) power and enables 
smaller-than-great powers to influence international standards, even in traditional realms 
of hard power, such as global security (Carlson-Rainer, 2017).

Although soft power is generally desirable to assist all states in achieving their foreign 
policy objectives, it offers middle and smaller powers avenues for international influence. 
These avenues for generating international influence may be not only easier to attain but 
also more desirable to achieve than traditional hard power resources, such as military 
might and economic dominance (Kahler, 1998). Cooper and Parlar Dal (2016) locate the 
second of three waves of middle power diplomacy as coinciding with the end of the 
Cold War, which precipitated an international environment wherein soft power politics 
and middle power diplomacy could both proliferate, with the former being a useful 
tool for the latter. They identify a ‘powerful normative culture on rights and responsibil-
ities’ (Cooper & Parlar Dal, 2016, p. 517) and specify the classic post-Cold War middle 
power role as acting as ‘conscious and able agents of management of the global 
system’ (Cooper & Parlar Dal, 2016, p. 520). In a further confluence of ideas, GIC also 
appears in this era, with Evans (1989, p. 12) highlighting its importance for emerging inter-
national interdependence and growing globalist ideals.

Good international citizenship also becomes an important way for some states, such as 
Sweden, to accrue significant normative power in the international system. As Hall (1997, 
p. 594) explains, ‘Moral authority acquires utility as a power resource when it becomes 
socially embedded in a system of actors whose social identities and interests impel 
them to recognise it was a power resource’. This, in turn, lends itself to a further new 
typology of power, the pinnacle of which is the ‘moral superpower’. Dahl (2006, p. 897) 
defines a moral superpower as ‘an actor engaged in pursuing an active foreign policy’ 
that is also activist, internationalist, harmony-oriented, and almost evangelical in its 
mission to better the world. A moral superpower, Dahl concludes, ‘feels an obligation 
to tell the world what to do, and how. For this task, it considers itself exceptionally and 
uniquely qualified’ (2006, p. 898). Importantly, being an actual superpower – usually 
determined by immense hard power resources – is not a prerequisite for being a moral 
superpower; indeed, it could also be argued that being a superpower in the contempor-
ary international system often requires significant moral compromises. Moral authority 
provides smaller states with an additional potential power resource important within mul-
tilateral internationalism. Sweden is considered the original moral superpower, although 
Canada, Norway, and the Netherlands are also recognised as contenders (Dahl, 2006).

This article locates the Swedish approach to middle power politics as occurring at the 
intersection of normative and behavioural definitions of middle power, thus falling into 
Patience’s neo-Kantian model, because of the way normative values inform strategic 
behaviours. This in turn solidifies the link between middle powers and GIC established 
by Abbondanza. Furthermore, this intersection between the normative and behavioural 
and use of soft and smart power strategies can be understood as a nation branding 
tactic that reinforces status, power, and influence within the international system, enhan-
cing their further designation as a moral superpower. Being a good international citizen 
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becomes not just a foreign policy objective but also an important part of the national 
image projected to the world, and vice versa.

Brand GIC: constructing a nation brand via global values

Nation branding describes the process of building and managing a nation’s image and 
reputation to improve its standing internationally. According to Dinnie (2008, p. 5), a 
nation brand is ‘the unique, multidimensional blend of elements that provide the 
nation with culturally grounded differentiation and relevance for all its target audiences’. 
This definition, Dinnie argues, acknowledges the nation brand as a multifaceted construct 
while also recognising the role of perception and the plurality of audiences. Cohesive 
nation branding serves a clear economic function, as it is often used to attract tourists 
and drive goods exports, but it is also tied to effective public diplomacy and the 
accrual of soft power resources through the projection of a cohesive image of the 
nation, its ideas, and its values. Anholt (2011) also suggests that a state’s concern for its 
reputation is indicative of its interest in global community participation and its desire 
to promote economic and cultural opportunities for its citizens.

Projecting a positive image through a nation branding strategy can effectively assist a 
country to gain soft power (Ji, 2024; Kahraman, 2017) and influence perceptions of a 
nation’s status in the international system. Ayhan’s (2019) analysis of South Korea’s pro-
jection of a middle power identity found that this was largely the result of its nation 
branding efforts rather than foreign policy behaviour. However, Anholt (2011, p. 289) cau-
tions that ‘the notion that a country can simply advertise its way into a better reputation 
has proved to be a pernicious and surprisingly resilient one’. He identifies three processes 
in enhancing a country’s reputation and brand: strategy, substance, and symbolic actions. 
In other words, the branding strategy needs to be executed through purposeful inno-
vation and action across multiple sectors to provide the substance of the desired identity. 
Accordingly, Ayhan (2019) emphasises that projecting this identity establishes external 
expectations about a middle power’s behaviour and actions in the international system 
to substantiate the claims to this status made by the branding efforts. Through such 
branding, a middle power state can transform its place in the typology from a positional 
middle power to one that is located more within the behavioural and normative dimen-
sions, perhaps indicating the desirability of those dimensions within the international 
community.

Given its economic and political utility, various metrics have emerged to measure the 
success of nation branding tactics. Of these, the Anholt-Ipsos Nation Branding Index (NBI) 
is the longest-running and the most influential (see Figure 1). Anholt is credited with 
having coined the term ‘nation brand’ in 1996 (Anholt, 2011) and launched his index in 
2005, later partnering with Ipsos in 2008.

The NBI measures the power and quality of a country’s brand image using six dimen-
sions: exports, governance, culture and heritage, people, tourism, and investment and 
immigration. These dimensions are like those used in the Portland Soft Power 30 list 
(SP30, active 2015–2019) (Portland Communications, 2019), which includes enterprise, 
culture, digital, government, engagement, and education dimensions. As the list’s 
name suggests, the methodology derived from Nye’s conceptualisation of soft power 
and sought to provide countries with a means of assessing their resources (McClory & 
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Harvey, 2016). The similarities in the dimensions covered, which have at times also 
resulted in some similar results (for example in 2019, the indices shared nine countries 
out of the top ten, albeit in different rank positions), and the qualities assessed by 
these dimensions suggest a connection between having a strong nation brand and wield-
ing soft power in the global community. Indeed, Wang (2024) includes the NBI in their 
survey of soft power rankings, implying an overlap between the concepts, or at least 
the available ranking systems and their methodologies. This conceptual overlap is 
further indicated by the appearance of nine of the same countries in the top ten rankings 
for both the NBI and the SP30; Italy is absent from the SP30 and the Netherlands from the 
NBI (see Figure 1 and Figure 2).

The dimension of governance present in both the NBI and SP30 also emphasises the 
desirability of certain political values and ideas predominantly deriving from the 
Western liberal tradition. This is further underscored by the metrics provided by 
Anholt’s later project, the Good Country Index (GCI), which seeks to measure nation’s con-
tributions to global wellbeing. Unlike nation brand indices that focus on public 

Figure 1. Bump chart of Anholt-Ipsos Nation Branding Index rankings 2008-2023.

Figure 2. Bump chart of Soft Power 30 Index 2015-2019.
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perceptions, the GCI assesses actual policy performance against the index dimensions. Its 
dimensions are science and technology, culture, international peace and security, world 
order, planet and climate, prosperity and equality, and health and wellbeing – again, 
there is significant overlap between the GCI, NBI, and SP30 indicating that certain 
values, actions, and resources are desirable and attractive. The GCI is, in essence, a 
measurement of good international citizenship, developing an empirical basis for asses-
sing both the normative and behavioural dimensions of statecraft. In each of these 
metrics, middle powers tend to perform much better than larger powers (with the excep-
tion of the UK and the US in both nation branding and soft power) and are more promi-
nent than in indices of traditional international power.

In each of these ranking systems, Sweden consistently ranks within the top 10 and was 
first in three of the five available versions of the Good Country Index, including the most 
recent version 1.5 (see Figure 3). Analysis and commentary on these rankings present a 
consistent image of Sweden as open, progressive, and appealing. For example, the 
2019 overview for Sweden in the SP30 list highlights its ‘exemplary model of governance’, 
feminist foreign policy, and commitment to environmental issues, noting the influence of 
Greta Thunberg in crystalising the image at that time. However, it advises that ‘Sweden 
must stave off the tide of xenophobic, nationalist politics of the far right, and continue 
to position itself as an open, free society’ (Portland Communications, 2019). The need 
to mitigate these xenophobic trends to protect the Swedish nation brand could be 
seen in the 2023 Anholt-Ipsos NBI when Sweden’s drop from 9th to 10th place (positions 
it frequently shifts between) was explained by the ‘Korankrisen’, or ‘Quran crisis’, which 
involved several incidents of protesters publicly burning the Quran. Sweden’s NBI 
ranking with Saudi Arabian respondents fell by 28 places, with small drops also occurring 
in other Muslim-majority countries, such as Türkiye (Anholt, 2023) (Figure 4).

Based on its performance in the GCI and supported by its rankings in the NBI and SP30, 
Sweden is positioned as a positive global force in both public perception and policy 

Figure 3. Bump Chart of the top 10 rankings of the Good Country Index, 2016-2022.
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performance. These also exist in tension with one another, wherein the good international 
citizenship that accrues Sweden its soft power resources is actively pursued as both a 
policy approach and a nation brand, similar to the South Korean middle power branding 
strategy explored by Ayhan (2019). As discussed in the previous section, this is a prag-
matic and effective approach for a middle power to enhance its position within the inter-
national system, yet as the following illustrates, Sweden’s success in building a brand as a 
good international citizen, moral superpower, and desirably progressive society is as 
much an historical, realist strategy as it is an altruistic pursuit.

Unpacking the Swedish nation-branding strategy

With this theoretical framing in mind, the remainder of this article examines Sweden’s 
long-term nation-branding strategy as a desirable, progressive, and moral ‘soft super-
power’, utilising its carefully crafted image as good international citizen to respond to 
existential geopolitical challenges. While Sweden has been a leader in nation-branding 
and soft power diplomacy since its adoption of the social democratic welfare state and 
its exportation of a ‘Middle Way’ model as early as the 1930s (Glover, 2009; Glover and 
Hellenes, 2021; Marklund, 2017; Kettunen & Petersen, 2022), this article focuses on the 
period from the Cold War to the present and contextualises contemporary challenges 
to this image. This history is separated into several key phases of nation-branding, demon-
strating the evolution of its ‘moral superpower’ status.

Phase 1: 1950s–1960s selling progressive Sweden

Sweden’s nation-branding strategy as a moral superpower stems from a direct need to 
repair its international reputation after World War II, where its policies of legalistic neu-
trality and social democratic arguments of the nation acting as a ‘great spiritual power’ 
for peace (Götz, 2016, p. 78) were at odds with its beneficial trade relations that 
profited from continued steel and iron trade with Nazi Germany (Nordstrom, 2002). 

Figure 4. Swedish rankings across NBI, SP30, and GCI. While Sweden is consistent in its NBI rankings, 
its SP30 and GCI rankings demonstrate similar trajectories.
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Swedish neutrality came at a cost; in preserving the country’s sovereignty, this amoral 
‘bystander’ stance and trade profiteering not only prolonged the war but undermined 
its credibility on the international stage, leading to Sweden to experience what Götz 
(2016) calls ‘a crisis of international goodwill’ (p. 83) during the wartime period.

Towards the end of the war, Sweden recognised the need to repair its reputation 
through greater involvement with the newly formed United Nations (Götz, 2016), but 
also by shifting international perceptions away from what Glover (2009) terms wartime 
‘Amoral Sweden’ towards new politico-economic ideals of a ‘Progressive Sweden’ 
(p. 254) that could be repeatedly praised for its successful social reforms, economic 
policy, and standards of living (Glover & Hellenes, 2021). In the era of post-war reconstruc-
tion, Marklund and Petersen (2013) note that the Scandinavian states sought to both use 
‘welfare political guide books’ to reconnect with the familiar ideas of socially progressive 
Sweden of the 1930s, but also to ‘place their middle way model as an acceptable alterna-
tive in the black and white world of the Cold War’ (pp. 249–250).

The Swedes also saw the need to promote their nation in terms of cultural exchange 
and, in January 1945, established one of the most significant pillars of its soft power and 
nation-branding approach to this day, the Swedish Institute for Cultural Exchange (SI), 
known simply as the Swedish Institute. A joint venture between the Swedish state and 
private organisations, the SI’s official purpose was to improve and maintain Swedish cul-
tural, educational and societal relations with other countries while spreading information 
about Sweden (Lundén, 2022). The goal of the SI was to sell Sweden to the world, and also 
to re-integrate Sweden, ‘a small state highly dependent on foreign markets and political 
allies’ (Glover, 2009, p. 248) in the sphere of the post-war powers while also shaping dom-
estic self-perceptions through positive expressions of Swedish culture, packaged in a way 
to export to the world. Via the SI’s network of information paths within and across 
Sweden’s borders, Glover (2009) notes how ‘Sweden’s image was not only exported, 
but foreign imaginings of the country were also imported’ (p. 255). Consequently, as 
Marklund (2017) observes, the welfare state dominated Swedish cultural outreach, 
public diplomacy and strategic communication in the post-war period, with the SI’s 
efforts marking Sweden as early practitioners in soft power diplomacy but also a burgeon-
ing national image of progress, modernisation, and politico-social superiority (Browning, 
2007). Sweden further promoted this image of itself as a good international citizen 
through new post-war initiatives for foreign development aid, as the welfare state prin-
ciple was expanded internationally and the Nordic countries become leading contributors 
to foreign aid programmes (Kettunen & Petersen, 2022).

During the 1950s and 1960s, Sweden’s focus was largely on the encouragement of 
investment, cultural exchange and promoting balance between new Cold War antagon-
ists the USSR and USA, amid which the Nordic countries found themselves geopolitically 
and ideologically wedged. Fortunately, the early institutionalisation of Sweden’s inter-
national advertising in the 1930s meant that by the 1950s, they were among the most 
advanced soft power strategists in the world (Funke, 2022) and well positioned to 
respond to not only the increasingly bipolar world-system, but also ‘a new postwar para-
digm that focused on a consumer-oriented brand ideology’ (Funke, 2022, p. 1) and export 
promotion. Here, Funke notes that the Swedish Advertiser’s Association was crucial in 
further developing Sweden’s nation-branding strategy, and in 1957 commissioned a 
report which enabled the pivot to what would later be known as nation-branding: 
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‘revamp the image of the country to both ‘Sell Sweden and by doing so, making ‘Sweden 
Sell’’ (Funke, 2022, p. 13). This light-bulb moment typifies nation-branding as ‘not about 
selling policy at all, but constituting and selling identity’ (Browning & Ferraz de Oliveira, 
2017, p. 489).

Phase 2: 1970s–1980s ideating a moral superpower

At the heart of this branding strategy and, to a greater extent, Swedish national identity, 
was also the idea of ‘Nordic exceptionalism’ (Lawler, 1997, p. 567), which was especially 
significant in bolstering navigating Cold War tensions and further promoting their 
middle power status by differentiating the ‘‘peaceloving and rational’ Nordics from 
the rest of ‘warlike’ or ‘conflict-prone’ Europe’ (Marklund, 2017, p. 627). According to 
Browning (2007), ‘instead of the inevitable conflict between states, the Nordics pre-
sented themselves as having successfully overcome the security dilemma between 
themselves to establish a region of peace and prosperity’ (p. 32). While the SI com-
menced as a largely cultural mouthpiece for Sweden abroad, this pivot to politico- 
social advertiser of the ‘Swedish model’ as a middle way grew throughout the 1970s. 
Consequently, Swedish internationalism emerged from the domestic welfare state 
core as a universalist call for a global model of redistributive social justice; the interplay 
between domestic and international politics enabling, as Bergman (2007, p. 74) notes, 
the Swedish state to also ‘reinforce their self-narrative as good international citizens’. 
According to Marklund (2017, p. 627), the strong performance of the Swedish 
economy, geopolitical messaging of the Nordic region as a neutral, Northern European 
bloc and the Swedish welfare state as ‘a socio-political alternative in the ideological 
conflict of the global Cold War’ were clear selling points, generating a powerful soft 
power message that the Swedish model could be exported to the world as a superior 
ideological product.

However, Sweden’s moralistic middle-power attempt at bridging the gap between the 
ideologically-opposed great powers was no easy feat. In 1970 the SI was reorganised from 
a state-private venture into a state-financed yet organisationally independent foundation, 
largely due to an ideological rift between investment-driven companies and 1960s cul-
tural radicalisation that pushed back against cultural production being part of capitalist 
market ideologies (Åkerlund, 2015). Such rifts were also seen to polarise images of 
Sweden abroad, especially in the United States, where Nordic protests against US involve-
ment in Vietnam and the overwhelmingly socialist overtones of welfare state policies 
framed mainstream American conceptions of the Nordic ‘middle way’ as an undesirable 
mix of worker’s paradise and a and high-taxed, nanny-state dystopia (Marklund & Peter-
sen, 2013, p. 254). The welfare state label became much more controversial as a force for 
cultural diplomacy when dealing with US and other Western nations (Marklund, 2017), 
especially as it became increasingly difficult to view the ‘economic and social develop-
ments of the Eastern Bloc as attractive models or powerful potentials’ (Kettunen & Peter-
sen, 2022, p. 24). Consequently, from the 1980s, ‘the metaphor of the Third Way no longer 
came to mean an alternative between capitalism and socialism but was instead applied to 
economic and social politics bridging between Keynesianism and neo-Liberalism, i.e. 
between different modes of regulating capitalism’ (Kettunen & Petersen, 2022, p. 25). 
As such, the Swedish nation-branding strategy’s social democratic underpinnings 
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required behavioural adaptation and revision to remain relevant in the age of US global 
hegemony.

Phase 3: 1990s–2000s the good international citizen

After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and collapse of the USSR, Swedish public diplomacy 
faced several key challenges, but also opportunities within the Baltic region for increased 
Nordic Internationalism (Bergman, 2007). Even prior to the former communist countries of 
Eastern Europe establishing diplomatic independence, Swedish diplomats had used low 
politics and soft diplomacy strategies to lay the groundwork for an emerging Baltic-Nordic 
‘new regionalism’ (Lundén, 2022) that promised new markets for Swedish business and 
greater economic benefits for the entire region built on liberal democratic tenets (Hel-
lenes, 2021). The SI was given a key role in strengthening cultural and economic ties 
across the Baltic, leading to a significant increase in scholarships and development assist-
ance (Åkerlund, 2015; Hellenes, 2021). Greater incorporation of the Nordic nations as part 
of the European Union also assisted with a burgeoning sense of regionalism and 
cooperation as a larger power bloc, further enabling Sweden to act as a middle power 
amongst neighbours with similarly aligned values and strategic goals.

The 1990s truly became an era of soft power diplomacy, which Hellenes (2021) notes 
was ‘a key transition period for the renegotiation of the relationship between business, 
politics and culture in Swedish foreign promotion and cultural diplomacy’ (p. 90). 
Against a backdrop of deepening globalisation pressures and growing calls for greater 
European integration and collaboration, and with the works of Nye gaining a wider audi-
ence, more nations began to see ‘soft power as a way to understand the benefits that 
accrue to an international actor from having values or culture considered attractive by 
foreign audiences’ (Cull, 2016, p. 157). In 1997, the SI was reorganised into a full govern-
ment agency under the control of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), no longer acting 
as the relatively independent organisation it had been since 1945 (Åkerlund, 2015).

From 1999 onwards, issues of globalisation and neoliberal competition led to the 
explosion of place branding research. Scholars such as Roulac (1999), Aronczyk (2008) 
and Cassinger et al. (2021) have explored the ‘Nordic wave’ of place branding that 
emerged from the late 1990s as one that ‘embraced Nordicity as an ideological and 
socio-cultural construct’ (Cassinger et al., 2021, p. 71), and acted as both a moral orien-
tation and a desirable investment market based on soft power ideals of the Scandinavians’ 
‘good reputation’ (Aronczyk, 2008, p. 291). This constructed ‘Nordic brand’, according to 
Cassinger et al. (2021), deterritorialised the connection between local Scandinavian cul-
tures and imaginary ideals within globalised, unbounded systems; ‘Nordic’ becoming a 
floating signifier of multiple meanings that were circulated in global flows of ideas and 
practices in increasingly abstract and potentially stereotypical ways, focusing on Nordic 
‘symbolic features and mythical qualities, typically characterised by welfare, social equal-
ity and peace’ (Cassinger et al., 2021, pp. 74–75). Since then Sweden has further institu-
tionalised its nation branding, with the MFA maintaining government responsibility for 
country promotion (Brach, 2010).

In 2005, the SI participated in the Anholt Nation Brands Index (NBI), with Sweden 
coming first in consumer perceptions of tourism, people, culture and heritage, investment 
and immigration, governance and export (Glover, 2009), while the panel noting that: 
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Top of our list came Sweden, with consistently high scores all around the hexagon. This 
country is almost universally admired, and its brand image boasts a rare combination of 
stable and responsible governance, honest and trustworthy people, successful cultural 
exports, a prime location for investment, and yet isn’t seen as boring and predictable, but 
young and dynamic. Few other countries manage to maintain such a healthy balance 
between basic reassurance and a touch of vibrancy, adventure and youthful spirit. (NBI, 
cited in Glover, 2009, p. 256)

Clearly, Sweden’s half-century of strategic nation-branding had successfully estab-
lished itself as a world leader in soft power indicators, progressive internationalist 
values, and domestic quality of life. In projecting this moral superpower image on 
both domestic and international fronts while verifying it as reality with such positive 
metrics, Sweden reached the pinnacle as both a good international citizen and 
middle power exemplar.

Phase 4: 2010–2020s aligning ideals with reality

Over the last two decades, it is significant to note that Sweden’s nation-branding as both a 
good international citizen and moral superpower has not been without significant chal-
lenges. Domestically, since 2002 the Swedish Social Democratic party has experienced 
decline, and so too has promotion of its welfare state model, which has been seen to 
also be in dire need of revision (Andersson, 2014; Sanandaji, 2018). In 2006, the Centre- 
Right coalition under Fredrik Reinfeldt unseated the Social Democrats, and despite the 
Nordic countries weathering the 2008 Global Financial Crisis relatively well (Kettunen & 
Petersen, 2022; Marklund, 2017), a far-right surge by the Sweden Democrats from 2010 
built on growing anti-immigration and anti-Islam sentiment saw even further decline in 
support for Social Democratic ideals (Tomson, 2020). Despite having one of the most 
established and internationally renowned multicultural policies dating back to the 
1970s and progressive policies on asylum seekers, humanitarianism and human rights 
(Bengy-Puyvallée & Bjørkdahl, 2021; Brysk, 2009), the rise of conservative and far-right 
voices in response to the 2015 Syrian refugee crisis was not only felt in Sweden but 
also suggested a ‘broad consensus’ across Europe that multiculturalism was in marked 
decline (Borevi, 2012). Such a shift has been seen as a key challenge for the ‘Progressive 
Sweden’ brand, with many commentators lamenting the decline of the welfare state in 
the face of growing security and crime statistics, or alternatively presenting overt argu-
ments for immigration restriction to ‘save’ the welfare state from globalising forces – 
implying, in essence, that Sweden was a failed social experiment (Schroeder, 2023). Con-
versely, Naper (2022) suggests that during the 2015 migrant crisis Scandinavian countries, 
including Sweden, were able to spin increased border securitisation as ‘compassionate’, 
thereby legitimising the decision in news media and framing it as consistent with the 
region’s branding. According to a 2018 SI report, Sweden’s nation-branding has also 
been continually damaged by negative social media, which has been blamed for the per-
sistence of distorted and amplified imagery of Sweden in decline, mainly due to the ‘nega-
tive associations of immigration with crime and disorder’ (cited in Schroeder, 2023, 
p. 679).

Notably, twenty-first century international developments have been overshadowed by 
a shift in global power balances that has made Sweden’s geopolitical situation far from 
secure, marking a clear pivot in the nation’s strategic outlook but also its nation-branding 
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practices. Emerging great-power rivalries between the USA and China and their associ-
ated spheres of influence have disrupted global trade and globalisation processes 
whilst challenging the very existence of the USA-led liberal world order (Hosli et al., 
2020; Ross et al., 2021). Unlike the bipolar ideological contestations of the Cold War, 
during which Sweden adroitly remained neutral and adopted its moral superpower 
image, contemporary battlegrounds centre on a discourse of democracy versus auto-
cracy, as well as ‘the latest round in a perennial cycle of big power rivalry’ (Kuik, 2023, 
p. 1184). With European security still tied to American power and liberal internationalist 
grand strategy, a fraying of the transatlantic partnership and bifurcating security priorities 
between the USA/China and the EU/Russia have forced many European nations – includ-
ing Sweden – to seek greater regional security as they struggle to ‘cope with an antagon-
istic world of great power conflict’ (Groitl, 2020).

Significantly, following the 2022 invasion of Ukraine by Russia, Sweden reluctantly dis-
mantled its 200-year policy of non-alignment and armed neutrality, applying for and 
eventually gaining membership in the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) along-
side its fellow non-aligned neighbour Finland (Alberque & Schreer, 2022; Savolainen, 
2024). Swedish and Finnish affiliation with NATO appears to be a strategically-realist reac-
tion to great power politics (Simons et al., 2019), in line with Patience’s (2014) Concert of 
Europe model, and this development also signifies ‘a bigger shift away from their tra-
ditional brands of autonomous foreign policy to integrate more deeply into western alli-
ances’ (Michalski et al., 2024, p. 140).

Despite this shift, vestiges of the moral superpower label and good international 
citizen remain rooted in Swedish ideals and its perceived role as a normative interna-
tionalist state. Significantly, rather than rushing to join NATO for protection as 
Finland did, Sweden undertook a complex assessment of its shifting role in international 
affairs, well aware of the potential damage alignment would have on its reputation 
abroad (Michalski et al., 2024; Savolainen, 2024). Arguing that Sweden and the inter-
national community’s best interests were ‘served by soft power and the country’s role 
as a positive force for good, to maintain relations and communications with all parties’(-
Simons et al., 2019, p. 343), Sweden thus attempted to continue non-alignment for as 
long as possible. Instead of being pushed to join NATO by Russia, the loss of Finland 
as the only other non-aligned state in the Baltic region was more influential in reluc-
tantly pulling Sweden into the alliance (Savolainen, 2024). Furthermore, when consider-
ing established trends of Swedish integration into the EU as Bergman notes, wider EU 
membership and regionalisation over the last two decades has meant that many of 
the normative values framing the EU’s ‘foreign and security policy are consistent with 
a specifically Nordic conception of good international conduct’(Bergman, 2007, p. 94). 
In the context of Russia, a belligerent actor threatening regional stability and security, 
it can be argued that Swedish domestic moral values of justice, solidarity and inclusive-
ness can still be exported as part of Swedish internationalism, and the social democratic 
conception of global obligation across borders (Bergman, 2007). In this way, Swedish 
alignment, its commitment to regionalism and defence, could be framed once again 
as a new type of moral pragmatism, where taking a stand and aligning with other 
liberal democratic nations that share common values is still a major part of their 
nation brand.
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Discussion

In recent years, Sweden has consistently employed more external branding consultants, 
aiming to strengthen their image as part of a wider economic agenda driven by foreign 
investment attraction, tourism, and the deployment of ‘Swedishness as a commercial tool 
internationally’ (Hellenes, 2021, p. 107). However, this is not for solely economic or selfish 
purposes. For Marklund (2017), contemporary Swedish nation-branding and public diplo-
macy has focused on six key aspects, ultimately designed to improve society and the 
wider world, not just Sweden itself: ‘(1) “Made in Sweden”, (2) “Equality”, (3) “The open 
society”, (4) “Share the future – the global village”, (5) “Welfare and security”, and 
finally (6) “Future and sustainability”’ (p. 630). Not surprisingly, these six pillars have 
enabled Swedish nation-branding to excel against other states and quantify their 
success as an effective middle power. In essence, one may chart the evolution of this strat-
egy, and these six pillars, down to an evolution of the messages themselves (Figure 5).

As the above history shows, Sweden has strategically curated its image as a good inter-
national citizen that projected not only a sense of enlightened self-interest, but also 
humanitarian and cosmopolitan values (Evans, 1989). Sweden and the Nordic region 
are – and remain – exceptional; due to their geopolitical position wedged between com-
peting powers across much of the twentieth century, Sweden and the other Nordic 
nations needed to develop their normative moral ideals that stressed societal progress, 
innovation, and global peace while offering an ideological exemplar for other nations 
to follow for their own survival (Cooper et al., 1993; Nossal, 1999). This middle power posi-
tioning as ‘global do-gooders’ (Lawler, 1992) and ‘civilising agents’ in international society 
(Shapcott, 2020, p. 246) was crucial for Sweden in being able to preach its morally superior 
messages to attract economic and political allies without fear of patronising or alienating 
external audiences. Nation-branding practices that stressed these ideals while 

Figure 5. The process of developing the Swedish nation brand into its good international citizen 
brand.
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encouraging a global re-imagining of Sweden as a positive force for good – and one that 
encouraged others to also follow more cosmopolitan and humanitarian mindsets (Nossal, 
1999) – was the vehicle for this success. Furthermore, in many ways, Sweden’s good inter-
national citizenship was in part enacted through its moral entrepreneurship, which in turn 
builds both its nation brand and its soft power resources.

Despite the recent abandonment of military neutrality, it appears that Sweden is still 
operating under a neo-Kantian behavioural/normative framework (Patience, 2014), yet 
its ‘moral superpower’ status has been undermined in that it has moved from a 
harmony-orientated to a balance-of-power approach. As such, while working to maintain 
its activist and internationalist mission to improve the world through multilateral 
cooperation, niche diplomacy, entrepreneurial leadership and coalition-building (Dahl, 
2006; Efstathopoulos, 2018), there has been an impact on its status as a ‘moral super-
power’, and the ability to preach on such topics.

Conclusion: the future of Swedish nation-branding?

Currently, Sweden’s nation-branding strategies and their global soft power image can be 
described as tarnished, yet still remarkably flexible and adaptable. Despite criticisms of 
the welfare state as outdated, and that consistently high scores in citizen happiness 
and quality of life indicators are simply a thin veneer of a no longer desirable or sustain-
able socio-political system, scholars are adamant that the Swedish welfare state is not 
dead (Schroeder, 2023), and that the strength of the Nordic model in general is its 
‘capacity to reform and restructure itself in the era of flexible capitalism’ (Kettunen & 
Petersen, 2022, pp. 26–27). Importantly, this adaptability and reimagining comes from 
the very fact that the definition of ‘Sweden’ and ‘Swedishness’ has been largely cultivated 
by others’ external opinions (Glover, 2009), ‘a continuous recirculation and revamping of 
images that were projected and then reimported in different forms’ (Kettunen & Petersen, 
2022, p. 21) through various cultural channels and institutes operating on a global level. 
According to Marklund (2017), Sweden’s strength continues to lie in its ability to generate 
attention and attraction as ‘a progressive norm entrepreneur with a relatively generous 
welfare state [that] also engenders important soft power aspects which may have geopo-
litical as well as domestic policy implications’ (p. 634). Future studies may seek to explore 
the implications of the emerging paradigm shift to the wider Nordic brand, or to other 
states that act as either moral superpowers or good international citizens.

For nation-branding scholars, the label of ‘Progressive Sweden’ continues to drive not 
only Swedish soft power but also their wider middle-power national image, which 
remains linked to new imaginings of the welfare state, amended for twenty-first 
century challenges (Glover, 2009; Marklund, 2017). Indeed, Swedish public diplomacy 
and new programmes of nation-branding seem to emerge in times of economic and 
social crisis, first as social democracy, then the exportable welfare state and moral super-
power, then as a regional soft power and ‘European’ Sweden built on increasingly liberal- 
conservative values (Hellenes, 2021). Through all these phases, the ideal of the good inter-
national citizen has been present and will continue to guide future neo-Kantian strategies. 
While Sweden is not wholly beyond reproach in its domestic and international policies, its 
consistently strong performance in the Good Country Index suggests that, for the most 
part, Sweden does what it says on the metaphorical flatpack box of its nation brand. 
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While geopolitical circumstances continue to change, Sweden must ensure that any 
future wavering from established moral norms are framed as consistent with its 
broader values as a good international citizen.

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank Dr Benjamin Harris for his helpful feedback and collegial discussions 
about this article. The authors also thank the constructive feedback of the anonymous peer 
reviewers.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

ORCID

Mark Emmerson http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1807-182X
Jessica Carniel http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7462-0972
Richard Gehrmann http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0287-5532

References

Abbondanza, G. (2021). Australia the “Good international citizen”? The limits of a traditional middle 
power. Australian Journal of International Affairs, 75(2), 178–196. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
10357718.2020.1831436

Aggestam, K., & Bergman-Rosamond, A. (2016). Swedish feminist foreign policy in the making: 
Ethics, politics, and gender. Ethics & International Affairs, 30(3), 323–334. https://doi.org/10. 
1017/S0892679416000241

Åkerlund, A. (2015). For goodwill, aid and economic growth: The funding of academic exchange 
through the Swedish institute, 1945–2010. Nordic Journal of Educational History, 2(1), 119–140. 
https://doi.org/10.36368/njedh.v2i1.47

Alberque, W., & Schreer, B. (2022). Finland, Sweden and NATO membership. Survival, 64(3), 67–72. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2022.2078046

Andersson, J. (2014). Losing social democracy: Reflections on the erosion of a paradigmatic case of 
social democracy. In D. J. Bailey, J. De Waele, F. Escalona, & M. Viera (Eds.), European social democ-
racy during the global economic crisis (pp. 116–131). Manchester University Press.

Anholt, S. (2011). Beyond the nation brand: The role of image and identity in international relations. 
In A. Pike (Ed.), Brands and branding geographies (pp. 289–304). Edward Elgar Publishing.

Anholt, S. (2023, December 13). Sweden and the 2023 Nation Brands Index: Time for a rethink? 
Svenska Institutet. https://si.se/en/sweden-and-the-2023-nation-brands-index-time-for-a- 
rethink/.

Aronczyk, M. (2008). ‘Living the brand’: Nationality, globality, and the identity strategies of nation 
branding consultants. International Journal of Communication, 2, 41–65.

Ayhan, K. J. (2019). Rethinking Korea’s middle power diplomacy as a nation branding project. Korea 
Observer - Institute of Korean Studies, 50(1), 1–24. https://doi.org/10.29152/KOIKS.2019.50.1.1

Becker-Jakob, U., Hofmann, G., Müller, H., & Wunderlich, C. (2013). Good international citizens: 
Canada, Germany, and Sweden. In A. Below, H. J. Schmidt, A. Hellmann, A. Schaper, C. Rauch, 
E. Rosert, F. Plümmer, F. Klinke, G. Franceschini, & G. Hofmann (Eds.), Norm dynamics in multilat-
eral arms control (pp. l81–212). University of Georgia Press.

Bengy-Puyvallée, A. d., & Bjørkdahl, K. (2021). Do-gooders at the end of aid: Scandinavian humanitar-
ianism in the twenty-first century. University Press.

EUROPEAN POLITICS AND SOCIETY 793

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1807-182X
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7462-0972
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0287-5532
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2020.1831436
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2020.1831436
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679416000241
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679416000241
https://doi.org/10.36368/njedh.v2i1.47
https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2022.2078046
https://si.se/en/sweden-and-the-2023-nation-brands-index-time-for-a-rethink/
https://si.se/en/sweden-and-the-2023-nation-brands-index-time-for-a-rethink/
https://doi.org/10.29152/KOIKS.2019.50.1.1


Bergman, A. (2007). Co-Constitution of domestic and international welfare obligations: The case of 
Sweden’s social democratically inspired internationalism. Cooperation and Conflict, 42(1), 73–99. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010836707073477

Borevi, K. (2012). The political dynamics of multiculturalism in Sweden. In R. Taras (Ed.), Challenging 
multiculturalism: European models of diversity (pp. 138–162). Edinburgh University Press.

Brach, B. (2010). Nation brand - issues of culture and institutionalization. Place Branding and Public 
Diplomacy, 6(3), 256–262. https://doi.org/10.1057/pb.2010.25

Browning, C. S. (2007). Branding nordicity: Models, identity and the decline of exceptionalism. 
Cooperation and Conflict, 42(1), 27–51. https://doi.org/10.1177/0010836707073475

Browning, C. S., & Ferraz de Oliveira, A. (2017). Introduction: Nation branding and competitive iden-
tity in world politics. Geopolitics, 22(3), 481–501. https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2017.1329725

Bryant, M. (2023, September 21). Swedish government faces backlash after slashing climate budget. 
Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/sep/21/swedish-government-faces-backlash- 
after-slashing-climate-budget.

Brysk, A. (2009). Global good samaritans: Human rights as foreign policy. Oxford University Press.
Carlson-Rainer, E. (2017). Sweden is a world leader in peace, security, and human rights. World 

Affairs, 180(4), 79–85. https://doi.org/10.1177/0043820018759714
Cassinger, C., Gyimóthy, S., & Lucarelli, A. (2021). 20 years of nordic place branding research: A 

review and future research agenda. Scandinavian Journal of Hospitality and Tourism, 21(1), 70– 
77. https://doi.org/10.1080/15022250.2020.1830434

Cooper, A. F., Higgott, R. A., & Nossal, K. R. (1993). Relocating middle powers: Australia and Canada in a 
changing world order. UBC Press.

Cooper, A. F., & Parlar Dal, E. (2016). Positioning the third wave of middle power diplomacy: 
Institutional elevation practice limitations. International Journal, 71(4), 516–528.

Cull, N. J. (2016). A region speaks: Nordic public diplomacy in historical context. Place Branding and 
Public Diplomacy, 12(2–3), 152–159. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41254-016-0011-0

Dahl, A. S. (2006). Sweden: Once a moral superpower, always a moral superpower? International 
Journal: Canada’s Journal of Global Policy Analysis, 61(4), 895–908.

Dinnie, K. (2008). Nation-branding: Concepts, issues, practice. Butterworth-Heinemann.
Efstathopoulos, C. (2018). Middle powers and the behavioural model. Global Society, 32(1), 47–69. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13600826.2017.1351422
Evans, G. (1989). Australian foreign policy: Priorities in a changing world. Australian Outlook, 43(2), 1– 

15. https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718908444991
Funke, M. (2022). Advertising of a national importance the Swedish advertisers’ association and the 

institutionalization of Sweden’s international advertising 1955–1972. Journal of Historical 
Research in Marketing, 15(1), 1–24. https://doi.org/10.1108/JHRM-10-2021-0056

Glover, N. (2009). Imaging community: Sweden in ‘cultural propaganda’ then and now. Scandinavian 
Journal of History, 34(3), 246–263. https://doi.org/10.1080/03468750903134707

Glover, N., & Hellenes, A. M. (2021). A ‘Swedish offensive’ at the world’s fairs: Advertising, social refor-
mism and the roots of Swedish cultural diplomacy, 1935–1939. Contemporary European History, 
30(2), 284–300. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777320000533

Götz, N. (2016). From neutrality to membership: Sweden and the United Nations, 1941–1946. 
Contemporary European History, 25(1), 75–95. https://doi.org/10.1017/S096077731500048X

Groitl, G. (2020). Erosion of the American peace: Europe’s strategic dilemma in a world of great 
power conflict. In R. S. Ross, Ø Tunsjø, & D. Wang (Eds.), US-China foreign relations: Power transition 
and its implications for Europe and Asia (pp. 85–95). Taylor & Francis Group.

Hall, R. B. (1997). Moral authority as a power resource. International Organization, 51(4), 591–622. 
https://doi.org/10.1162/002081897550465

Hellenes, A. M. (2021). ‘New Gustavians’: Sweden, Europe and the return of the 18th century during 
the 1990s crisis. Culture Unbound, 13(1), 90–113. https://doi.org/10.3384/cu.3378

Hivert, A. (2022, December 21). The Swedish model is breaking down. Le Monde. https://www. 
lemonde.fr/en/europe/article/2022/12/21/the-swedish-model-is-breaking-down_6008602_143.html.

794 M. EMMERSON ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0010836707073477
https://doi.org/10.1057/pb.2010.25
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010836707073475
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2017.1329725
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/sep/21/swedish-government-faces-backlash-after-slashing-climate-budget
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/sep/21/swedish-government-faces-backlash-after-slashing-climate-budget
https://doi.org/10.1177/0043820018759714
https://doi.org/10.1080/15022250.2020.1830434
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41254-016-0011-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/13600826.2017.1351422
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718908444991
https://doi.org/10.1108/JHRM-10-2021-0056
https://doi.org/10.1080/03468750903134707
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777320000533
https://doi.org/10.1017/S096077731500048X
https://doi.org/10.1162/002081897550465
https://doi.org/10.3384/cu.3378
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/europe/article/2022/12/21/the-swedish-model-is-breaking-down_6008602_143.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/europe/article/2022/12/21/the-swedish-model-is-breaking-down_6008602_143.html


Hosli, M. O., Campioni-Noack, I., Johnson, R., & Wu, L. (2020). A new order of no order? The EU-China- 
US relationship and its impact on global order. In J. Men, S. Schunz, & D. Freeman (Eds.), The evol-
ving relationship between China, the EU and the USA: A new global order? (pp. 13–29). Routledge.

Ji, L. (2024). Measuring soft power. In N. J. Chitty, J. Li, & G. D. Rawnsley (Eds.), The Routledge hand-
book of soft power (pp. 84–100). Routledge.

Jordaan, E. (2003). The concept of a middle power in international relations: Distinguishing between 
emerging and traditional middle powers. Politikon, 30(1), 165–181. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
0258934032000147282

Kahler, M. (1998). Middle powers, network power, and soft power. Organization, 24, 57–76.
Kahraman, E. (2017). A methodological approach to nation branding: Measurement and issues. In N. 

J. Chitty, L. Ji, G. D. Rawnsley, & C. Hayden (Eds.), The routledge handbook of soft power (pp. 113– 
123). Routledge.

Kettunen, P., & Petersen, K. (2022). Images of the nordic welfare model. In H. Byrkjeflot, L. Mjøset, M. 
Mordhorst, & K. Petersen (Eds.), The making and circulation of nordic models, ideas and images (pp. 
13–33). Taylor & Francis.

Kuik, C.-C. (2023). Shades of grey: Riskification and hedging in the Indo-Pacific. The Pacific Review, 36 
(6), 1181–1214. https://doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2022.2110608

Lawler, P. (1992). The good citizen Australia? Asian Studies Review, 16(2), 241–250. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/03147539208712863

Lawler, P. (1997). Scandinavian exceptionalism and European Union. JCMS: Journal of Common 
Market Studies, 35(4), 565–594. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5965.00089

Lundén, T. (2022). Turning towards the Inland sea? Swedish ‘soft diplomacy’ towards the Baltic 
Soviet Republics before independence. Scandinavian Journal of History, 47(3), 347–368. https:// 
doi.org/10.1080/03468755.2021.1896576

Marklund, C. (2017). The nordic model on the global market of ideas: The welfare state as scandina-
via’s best brand. Geopolitics, 22(3), 623–639. https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2016.1251906

Marklund, C., & Petersen, K. (2013). Return to sender - American images of the nordic welfare states 
and nordic welfare state branding. European Journal of Scandinavian Studies, 43(2), 245–257. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/ejss-2013-0016

McClory, J., & Harvey, O. (2016). The soft power 30: Getting to grips with the measurement chal-
lenge. Global Affairs, 2(3), 309–319. https://doi.org/10.1080/23340460.2016.1239379

Men, J., Schunz, S., & Freeman, D. (2020). The evolving relationship between China, the EU and the USA: 
A new global order? Routledge.

Michalski, A., Brommesson, D., & Ekengren, A.-M. (2024). Small states and the dilemma of geopolitics: 
Role change in Finland and Sweden. International Affairs, 100(1), 139–157. https://doi.org/10. 
1093/ia/iiad244

Naper, A. A. (2022). Compassionate border securitisation? Border control in the Scandinavian news 
media during the ‘refugee crisis’. Nordic Journal of Migration Research, 12(1), 4–20. https://doi.org/ 
10.33134/njmr.494

Nordstrom, B. J. (2002). Scandinavia since 1500. University of Minnesota Press.
Nossal, K. R. (1999). Pinchpenny diplomacy: The decline of good international citizenship in 

Canadian foreign policy. International Journal: Canada’s Journal of Global Policy Analysis, 54(1), 
88–105.

Nye, J. S. (1990). Soft power. Foreign Policy, 80(80), 153–171. https://doi.org/10.2307/1148580
Patience, A. (2014). Imagining middle powers. Australian Journal of International Affairs, 68(2), 210– 

224. https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2013.840557
Portland Communications. (2019). Sweden. Soft Power 30. https://softpower30.com/country/sweden/.
Raoul Wallenberg Institute. (2022, May 30). Sweden could Be better at including roma. The Raoul 

Wallenberg Institute of Human Rights and Humanitarian Law. https://rwi.lu.se/news/sweden- 
could-be-better-at-including-roma/.

Ross, R. S., Tunsjø, Ø, & Dong, W. (2021). US–China foreign relations: Power transition and its impli-
cations for Europe and Asia. Routledge.

Roulac, S. E. (1999). The geostrategy of place branding. Design Management Journal (Former Series), 
10(1), 62–67. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1948-7169.1999.tb00243.x

EUROPEAN POLITICS AND SOCIETY 795

https://doi.org/10.1080/0258934032000147282
https://doi.org/10.1080/0258934032000147282
https://doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2022.2110608
https://doi.org/10.1080/03147539208712863
https://doi.org/10.1080/03147539208712863
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5965.00089
https://doi.org/10.1080/03468755.2021.1896576
https://doi.org/10.1080/03468755.2021.1896576
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2016.1251906
https://doi.org/10.1515/ejss-2013-0016
https://doi.org/10.1080/23340460.2016.1239379
https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiad244
https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiad244
https://doi.org/10.33134/njmr.494
https://doi.org/10.33134/njmr.494
https://doi.org/10.2307/1148580
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2013.840557
https://softpower30.com/country/sweden
https://rwi.lu.se/news/sweden-could-be-better-at-including-roma/
https://rwi.lu.se/news/sweden-could-be-better-at-including-roma/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1948-7169.1999.tb00243.x


Sanandaji, N. (2018, September 5). So long, Swedish welfare state? Foreign Policy. https:// 
foreignpolicy.com/2018/09/05/so-long-swedish-welfare-state/.

Savolainen, A. (2024). Mechanisms of threat: How Finland and Sweden abandoned non-alignment. 
Comparative Strategy, 43(2), 87–103. https://doi.org/10.1080/01495933.2024.2317237

Schroeder, R. (2023). Sweden’s image in the world: Still a ‘model’? Global Policy, 14(5), 676–685. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.13245

Shapcott, R. (2020). Human rights, extraterritoriality and the good international citizen: A cosmopoli-
tan perspective. International Relations, 34(2), 246–264. https://doi.org/10.1177/0047117819897310

Simons, G., Manoylo, A., & Trunov, P. (2019). Sweden and the NATO debate: Views from Sweden and 
Russia. Global Affairs, 5(4–5), 335–345. https://doi.org/10.1080/23340460.2019.1681014

Skilbrei, M.-L. (2021). Keeping Sweden on top: Rape and legal innovation as nation-branding. In E. 
Larsen, S. M. Moss, & I. Skjelsbæk (Eds.), Gender equality and nation branding in the nordic region 
(pp. 75–89). Routledge.

Tomson, D. L. (2020, March 25). The rise of Sweden Democrats: Islam, populism and the end of swedish 
exceptionalism. Brookings. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-rise-of-sweden-democrats- 
and-the-end-of-swedish-exceptionalism/.

Trägårdh, L. (2018). Scaling up solidarity from the national to the global: Sweden as welfare state 
and moral superpower. In N. Witoszek & A. Midttun (Eds.), Sustainable modernity (pp. 79–101). 
Routledge.

Wang, C. (2024). A study of soft power rankings. In N. J. Chitty, L. Ji, & G. D. Rawnsley (Eds.), The rou-
tledge handbook of soft power (pp. 190–211). Routledge.

Wheeler, N. J., & Dunne, T. (1998). Good international citizenship: A third way for British foreign 
policy. International Affairs, 74(4), 847–870. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.00048

796 M. EMMERSON ET AL.

https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/09/05/so-long-swedish-welfare-state/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/09/05/so-long-swedish-welfare-state/
https://doi.org/10.1080/01495933.2024.2317237
https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.13245
https://doi.org/10.1177/0047117819897310
https://doi.org/10.1080/23340460.2019.1681014
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-rise-of-sweden-democrats-and-the-end-of-swedish-exceptionalism/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-rise-of-sweden-democrats-and-the-end-of-swedish-exceptionalism/
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.00048

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Middle power strategies: soft power and good international citizenship
	Brand GIC: constructing a nation brand via global values
	Unpacking the Swedish nation-branding strategy
	Phase 1: 1950s–1960s selling progressive Sweden
	Phase 2: 1970s–1980s ideating a moral superpower
	Phase 3: 1990s–2000s the good international citizen
	Phase 4: 2010–2020s aligning ideals with reality

	Discussion
	Conclusion: the future of Swedish nation-branding?
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References

