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Jumping on the Bandwagon: 

Status seeking as a driver for Sweden's involvement in NATO-led operations?" 

 
Abstract  
Why do the non-aligned small states such as Sweden participate in NATO-led operations and 
interventions where it has no immanent interests at play? This article argues that status seeking 
and building a good relation with the United States plays a central role in explaining small states 
participation in US-led interventions. Theoretically, the article contributes to our understanding of 
the concept of ‘status’ in international relations by offering a new explanation of the puzzling 
willingness of small unaligned states to use military means in NATO led operations. Empirically, 
the article contributes to our understanding of the status-seeking strategies of the Nordic 
countries, which indicates that the Nordic countries in some respect have departed from the 
traditional Nordic emphasis on soft power.  

 

Introduction 

Why do non-aligned small states participate in NATO-led interventions when they could 

easily free ride on the security provision of the US and the formal alliance partners? From a 

realist perspective, the increased tendency for smaller alliance partners to participate in 

military coalitions is puzzling in itself since small states are assumed to be restricted by their 

risk-averse nature (Schweller, 1994). This behaviour is even more puzzling for non-aligned 

small states like Sweden after the ‘Rise of Russia’ since they, given their neutrality tradition 

and their position outside the formal alliance structure, would be expected to either free ride, 

buck-passing, or simply stay out of such interventions. Contrary to such expectations, we 

have, however, seen that non-aligned small states have engaged themselves in NATO-led 

interventions and operations in both Libya and Afghanistan and made participation their main 

operational priority (Jakobsen, 2017; Doeser, 2016). 

Constructivists and classical realists have recently begun to explore the relevance of 

‘prestige’ as a central driver behind NATO-aligned small states’ militarised approach to 

international operations and their interest in participating in US-led interventions (Jakobsen et 
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al., 2018). Exploring dependency relations within NATO, the constructivists and classical 

realists build their analysis from case studies of small NATO states like Denmark and 

Norway, and they argue that alliance dynamics generate possible non-material gains which 

helps to explain why smaller NATO allies join such interventions. Such benefits are often 

described as ‘NATO club goods’ and come in the form of territorial protection and a close 

relationship with the alliance hegemon (Ringsmose, 2010). While promising, the prestige 

perspective does not offer any explanations for whether such types of gains are pursued by 

non-aligned small states as they are traditionally considered as purely excludable alliance 

benefits (Olson and Zeckhauser, 1996). At present, we do not know whether such potential 

gains also drive non-aligned small states’ participation in international interventions, or 

whether prestige and status conceptually can be used to study non-aligned small states’ 

militarised activism in international interventions. This means that we are still somewhat in 

the dark regarding why they participate, what they expect to gain from their involvement in 

US- and NATO-led operations, and whether the prestige and status framework can be 

expanded beyond NATO members (Jakobsen et al., 2018). This article aims to address the 

puzzle by hypothesise that the instrumental use of prestige also plays a central role for non-

aligned, dependent small states in their ambition to improve their status position in the 

deference hierarchy. Here, the recognition they receive from the US through their 

intervention participation plays an instrumental role in improving their status in the 

international deference hierarchy vis-à-vis regional threats and competitors. The Swedish 

participation in the Libya 2011 intervention is studied as a case study that allows to evaluate 

whether such concerns were actually guiding the Swedish decision, or whether the appetite 

for traditional NATO club goods also played a role for the country’s decision to participate 

with military capabilities in the operation.  
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This article aims to make two contributions to the emerging status literature. Theoretically, it 

contributes to our understanding of why non-aligned small states choose to bandwagon with 

the great powers in international operations and what they expect to gain from this 

involvement. It offers a realist-inspired framework to study why these small states decide to 

join US-led interventions in situations where they could have decided to free ride on the 

security provision of the US. Empirically, the conclusions are relevant in a comparative 

perspective in which the instrumental use of seeking prestige in the Swedish decision mirrors 

the developments in the Danish and Norwegian military activism and their evaluation of the 

potential gains of participating in US-led interventions from the end of the 1990s and 

onwards (Ringsmose, 2010; Jakobsen et al., 2018; Pedersen, 2018). This suggests that we see 

the contours of a ‘new Nordic model’ aimed towards a greater focus on Atlanticism where it 

is not the mission itself nor the institutional framework that decides participation, but it is 

rather who the country becomes ‘brothers in arms’ with that matters.  

 

The increase in Sweden’s contribution to NATO-led operations  

It has been a priority for Sweden to strengthen its political and military cooperation with 

NATO in the decades following the end of the Cold War. In the early 1990s, cooperation 

with NATO was initially seen as a step in the direction of abandoning the country’s Cold War 

neutrality, and it was seen as a part of a process where the country gradually began to 

integrate itself into the Western security architecture (Kaim, 2017). This process formally 

began with Sweden’s application for membership of the EU and its joining the NATO 

Partnership for Peace programme in 1994. Unlike Poland and the Baltic states, Sweden did 

not treat its participation in the partnership as a preliminary stage preceding the accession to 

NATO (Gotkowska and Szymański, 2016, 9). In line with the formulation of a more activist 
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foreign and security strategy, Sweden gradually relaxed its view on the NATO-alliance, and 

it had already begun to see it as an ‘executive organisation’ of the UN Security Council that 

enabled the country to participate in international order enforcement operations under UN 

mandate, which fitted well into its peacekeeping tradition (Jakobsen, 2006). At the end of the 

Cold War, around 60,000 Swedes had contributed to UN operations. This approach changed 

in 2003 when NATO took over the operative command of the International Security 

Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan because NATO began to change its expectations of 

the various partner countries (Doeser, 2016; Ringsmose, 2010). In this period, a change in the 

Swedish contributions was seen as the country began to offer its largest contributions to UN-

mandated, NATO-led operations rather than UN-led peacekeeping operations. Kaim (2017, 

13) argues that the alliance began to cultivate a new perspective on the partnerships, which 

can be seen in the alliance’s changing rhetoric in which it is stressed that ISAF was not just a 

mission of 28 NATO member states, but one in which 50 countries participated. These 

statements were not only driven by a motivation to create legitimacy but also by an attempt to 

gain additional capabilities. This also meant a qualitative change in NATO’s assessment of its 

partnership in which NATO began to evaluate partners based on what the various partners 

could do for the alliance in terms of the extended partnership agreements (Ringsmose, 2010; 

Moore, 2012). NATO’s goal was to establish more lasting connections with non-members 

with substantial military capabilities who would be willing to deploy these capabilities within 

NATO operations (Kaim, 2017). At the same time, it wanted to preserve and harness for 

future deployments of any experiences already made in the area of what is known as 

interoperability. From the outset of the partner countries, these expectations also changed the 

partnership dynamics, and the alliance became an ‘operative platform’ where participation in 

missions was open to partner countries depending on the kind of operation, region, and 

military requirement. Operation Unified Protector (the 2011 mission in Libya) exemplified 
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this development; here, the participation of14 NATO member states along with a range of 

partner countries, including the United Arab Emirates, Jordan, Qatar, and Sweden, marked a 

change in the approach to such operations for the alliance as well as for some of these 

participants. Sweden seems to have reacted favourably to this by adopting a more positive 

stance on participation in these types of operations, and from this outset, the country seems 

eager to demonstrate that it is a loyal and trustworthy NATO partner despite its official non-

aligned status.  

 

Gaps in the literature’s explanation of small states’ participation in international 

interventions 

Why have the small states (aligned as well as non-aligned) begun to adopt a more positive 

approach to participation in NATO-led operations with military capabilities? For defensive 

realists, the small states’ bandwagoning has traditionally been interpreted as adaptation or 

acquiescence to US power where small states are flocking around the hegemon (Hansen, 

2010). Accordingly, the small states’ bandwagoning is either understood as a form of 

capitulation to the main source of power in the international system or is assumed to involve 

an ‘unequal exchange’ where the small states make asymmetric concessions to the dominant 

power and accept a subordinate role. Moreover, ‘Bandwagoning is an accommodation to 

pressure (either latent or manifest). . . . Most important, bandwagoning suggests a willingness 

to support or tolerate illegitimate actions by the dominant ally’ (Walt, 1991, 55). Defensive-

inspired realists would therefore explain the increased Swedish military activism as an 

expression of an asymmetric concession, which would entail a loss of prestige and, 

consequently, a loss of status position. In this perspective, NATO has simply instrumentally 

used its partnership as a pool from which it can mobilise capabilities to its out-of-area 
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operations (Gotkowska and Szymański, 2016, 7). Defensive realists would therefore focus on 

the great power dependency as a central ‘negative’ driver behind the small states’ 

participation. Partly in opposition to the defensive realists’ interpretation of the small states’ 

motives to participate in international interventions, constructivists have traditionally 

suggested that small states have often been driven by ideational factors, which have 

emphasised normative concerns and drivers behind the countries’ engagement in international 

operations. Björkdahl (2013) and Ingebritsen (2002) have conceptualised Sweden as an 

active, norm-driven internationalist that can be considered as a ‘norm entrepreneur’ working 

actively within the framework of the UN and other international organisations to promote 

norms, such as conflict prevention. This literature has traditionally embraced ‘status seeking’ 

as a central component in what has been perceived as a Nordic model for peacekeeping (de 

Cavalho and Neumann, 2015). This model has often emphasised active multilateralism and 

the use of soft power in international conflicts in which small states have tried to pursue 

status along a ‘moral dimension’ rather than focussing on the relevance of the use of military 

capabilities for obtaining status (de Cavalho and Neumann, 2015). The constructivist-inspired 

Scandinavian small state literature has suggested that Sweden’s international engagement 

should be understood as a part of a wider Nordic internationalist tradition motivated to be 

seen as ‘good states’ that enforce international order and humanitarian concerns through the 

UN system (Lawlor, 2005, 2007). However, emphasising the internationalism in Sweden’s 

foreign policy tradition, this research tradition has often discarded more utilitarian motives 

behind the country’s engagement and has thereby failed to ask what non-aligned small states 

actually expect to gain from their involvement in such operations. It has also failed to provide 

answers to why we so systematically have seen a change in the Swedish interest in 

substituting (UN-mandated) NATO-led operations with UN-led peacekeeping operations, and 
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what the country expect to gain from their involvement (for an exemption, see Græger, 

2015). 

Despite their valuable contributions, it can be argued that both theoretical perspectives to a 

certain degree fall short of their explanation for the rise of non-aligned small states’ military 

activism in the post-Cold War era. Overall, defensive realists have tended to focus on the 

dependency as a negative explanatory driver behind the small states’ participation in US-led 

interventions, but they have empirically failed to observe such pressure and methodologically 

failed to account for the striking variation in similar dependent small states’ engagement in 

US-led interventions (Haesenbrouck, 2017a; 2017b; Schmitt, 2018). The constructivist 

literature has made a great effort to capture the altruist motives for the countries’ international 

engagement and points to ideational factors’ role in explaining and shaping an official 

normative narrative as part of the motivation for their engagement; i.e. the goal for the small 

states is to gain status and recognition for being ‘good states’ (Lawlor, 2005; Græger, 2015). 

The increased use of military means is traditionally rejected within large parts of the 

constructivist literature (see Græger, 2015 for an exemption) due to the emphasis on norm 

entrepreneurship and identity policy even though the literature seems to capture the small 

states’ ambition to be seen and share the limelight with the great powers (de Cavalho and 

Neumann, 2015).  

  

Bandwagoning for status  

Exploring the utilitarian perspective, classical realists have recently reintroduced the 

relevance of ‘prestige’ as a central driver behind NATO-aligned small states’ participation in 

US-led interventions (Jakobsen et al., 2018). Exploring dependency relations within the 

NATO alliance they have begun to focus on the ‘positive drivers’ behind small states like 
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Denmark and Norway’s militarized activism. In their analysis they argue that alliance 

dynamics generate possible non-material gains in the form of prestige, which helps to explain 

why smaller NATO allies join such operations.  As this literature has primarily focussed on 

NATO members, it has not offered any explanations for why or whether traditional club 

goods, such as getting a closer relation to the alliance hegemon and obtaining protection 

guarantees, are also assessable for non-NATO members who either wants to become alliance 

insiders or seek shelter in NATO’s shadow.  

Realists have traditionally debated whether the European states would attempt to bandwagon 

or balance the US after the end of the Cold War (Jakobsen et al., 2018). The arguments in the 

article align with the classic position in this debate which suggests that the European 

bandwagoning should not be seen as a submission to the US since most small states seem to 

gain from the cooperation with the American hegemon. This allows for including more 

revisionist motives like an appetite for profit when the small states’ engagement in US-led 

interventions is studied. Expanding on this, the article proposes a ‘bandwagoning for status’ 

that in line with recent tendencies incooperating both material and non-material factors such 

as prestige, standing, reputation and protection (Jakobsen et al., 2018; Pedersen, 2018; 

Mercer, 1996, 2017; Press, 2005; Renshon, 2016). It should be noted that the literature 

suffers from serious semantic confusion caused by the different understandings and 

interchangeability of the various concepts used to describe ‘non-material’ gains (Dafoe et al., 

2014; Wood, 2013). In the following, it is argued that it can be productive to employ 

concepts like ‘reputation’, ‘prestige’, and ‘status’ as analytically distinct. ‘Reputation’ and 

‘prestige’ is somewhat in the control of the actor: Actors can seize, acquire, and invest in 

their reputation or prestige. ‘Status’, however, is often regarded as a function of the global or 

regional system since it is granted or accorded by others even though it can be influenced by 

a state’s reputation (Wohlforth, 2009). Therefore, status can be defined as an actor’s standing 
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in a global deference hierarchy (Dafoe et al., 2014). Thus, status is a relational concept as it is 

considered an attribute or a social role that refers to a position in the international system. 

Reputation can then be understood as the beliefs about persistent characteristics of an actor 

that others have about this actor  (Dafoe et al., 2014). Therefore, states can have a reputation 

for certain behaviours and roles in the international system. Thus, it can be assumed that if a 

state wants to improve or consolidate its status position, it requires that the state is willing to 

invest in certain traits of behaviour (reputation and prestige building) (de Cavalho and 

Neumann, 2015).  

In line with recent tendencies in classical realism (Jakobsen et al., 2018), it is proposed that 

the factor allowing small states to increase their status is their relation to the great powers. In 

particular, a great power’s recognition of a small state gives international leverage in terms of 

status. In less abstract terms, a small state’s decision to participate in a US-led military 

intervention can be seen as a behaviour that generates prestige if it leads to acknowledgement 

by the great power which, in turn, can be used to improve a small state’s status position in a 

deference system. This recognition might subsequently be used to raise the state’s reputation 

as a trustworthy ally or partner, which can ultimately result in an increased status position 

vis-à-vis its regional competitors. This logic suggests that states might utilise coalition 

participation as an instrument to improve their status position. Knowing this, a small state 

might be motivated to continue investing in its reputation as a loyal ally since this might be 

an instrument for maintaining or improving the state’s position in the international system. It 

has recently been argued that Denmark and Norway have developed a reputation as elite 

allies of the US, which positions the countries as core Atlantic allies (Jakobsen et al., 2018). 

Active participation can be seen as a means to achieve a higher status position within a peer 

group of similarly placed states in the international system, which might help to explain why 

non-aligned small states like Sweden have been willing to utilise military capabilities in 
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NATO-led operations to improve their reputation in Washington despite their position 

outside NATO.  

 

Methods, data, and research design 

In the following, the aim is to test whether it is possible to identify such status-seeking 

motives in the Swedish decision to join the US alliance in the Libya case. Such motives can 

be operationalized in different ways (see Jakobsen et al. (2018), Pedersen (2018), and 

Pedersen and Reykers (2017) for recent examples), but they will typically reflect statements 

suggesting that the countries’ motivation to participate in interventions was driven by status 

considerations and that the success criteria are defined in terms of increased alliance goodwill 

and ambitions to use the participation to secure protection or shelter from regional 

competitors (Bailes et al., 2016). Specifically, the article aims to look for three types of 

evidence in order to upgrade our confidence in the relevance of the bandwagoning for status-

hypothesis:   

1) That security and an improved relation to the US were central political goals behind the 

Swedish participation in the US-led intervention in Libya. 

2) That it was a central goal to participate in the intervention through NATO and increase 

the interoperability between Sweden and NATO. 

3) That American recognition played a central role in the Swedish definition of success.  

It is important to notice that we do not see the Swedish motivation to participate as mono-

causal since multiple different motivations can be in play at the same time. The main purpose 

of the empirical analysis is therefore to upgrade our confidence in the fact that status seeking 

was an important factor driving the Swedish decision to contribute in recent US-led military 
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interventions. Methodologically, the analysis is based on a variant of the congruence method 

(Beach and Pedersen, 2016). We begin with the outcome and subsequently attempt to assess 

the theory’s ability to explain or predict the outcome in a particular case by searching for the 

expected empirical fingerprints in the empirical material (i.e. searching for congruence 

between expected predictions and observed empirical evidence). Given the non-exclusive 

nature of the hypothesis in the realist bandwagon literature, the analytical priority has been 

given to maximise the concerns for the analytical certainty rather than the uniqueness of the 

empirical observations, focussing on factors that need to be present in order to upgrade our 

confidence in the overall hypothesis about status seeking (Beach and Pedersen, 2013; 2016; 

Bennet 2014). Theoretical uniqueness refers to the formulation of empirical predictions that 

do not overlap with those of other theories. In situations where we have a hypothesis 

formulated in a manner that is highly unique and we find the predicted evidence, our 

confidence increases in the presence of the theory. Certain predictions refer to predictions 

that are unequivocal, and the predictions must be observed, or the theory fails the empirical 

test (Beach and Pedersen, 2013).  

Before turning to the analysis, a source-critical remark is necessary. As initially noted by 

Jakobsen et al. (2016, 2018), for participation in US-led coalitions to be considered legitimate 

in a wider public context in the Nordic countries, it is often necessary for decision-makers to 

emphasise idealistic aspects of the participation or relate it to the UN Charter in their public 

statements. In the following, the analysis therefore puts more emphasis on interest-based 

arguments as we assume them to be less likely and thus to hold more inferential value than 

norm-based arguments. Inference is thereby made by the likelihood of finding the expected 

empirical fingerprints given our prior knowledge of the cases.  

 

Status seeking as motive for the Swedish participation in US-led interventions 
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Did security and concerns play a central role in the Swedish decision-making? 

Prime Minister Reinfeldt argued that the Swedish participation followed the Swedish 

tradition of engaging in operations where human rights concerns are at stake (Doeser, 2014b). 

However, there are also indications that other motives were in play in which the concerns of 

improving the relation to the US played a crucial role; not least after the intensification of 

Russian military activity in the Nordic-Baltic region. This was further accelerated when 

Moscow began to take actions to intimidate the Swedish decision-makers in order to 

discourage them from enhancing their cooperation with the alliance (Kaim, 2017; Gotkowska 

and Szymański, 2016, 7). This corresponds to the expectations that Sweden was motivated by 

protection and shelter motives and that a close partnership (despite its official non-aligned 

status) was considered vital for Sweden’s national security. During the Cold War, the small 

states’ ‘security insurance’ was often paid through high territorial defence spending. 

According to Ringsmose (2010), this logic changed somewhat after the Cold War, and he 

argues that NATO shifted from a burden-sharing to a risk-sharing perspective where the 

small states’ willingness to share risks and casualties with the US in international conflicts 

became the new security currency, which the small states would pay in exchange for US 

protection and shelter. This suggests that Sweden would need to contribute to US missions in 

order to be considered a relevant partner in Washington. In a report from 2008, the 

government stated that the ‘partnership with NATO’ is considered a ‘central basis for 

Swedish foreign, security and defence policy’ (The Swedish Government, 2008, 3–4). The 

report also stated that participation in international operations was important for the country. 

It was stressed that this would increase the likelihood that NATO in a future crisis would help 

Sweden against external threats as well as consolidate the country’s position as an elite 

partner in the NATO partnership programme. Participation in NATO operations was 
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therefore seen as a way to gain influence: ‘The participation increases our credibility, which 

is useful for us in several different areas within our partnership with NATO’ (The Swedish 

Government, 2008, 12). Doeser (2014a) demonstrates that it was important for the 

government to utilise air crafts and that the participation in such NATO operations would 

increase Swedish influence. This seemed to be one of the central lessons from the Swedish 

experience that the active Swedish participation increased the country’s status and improved 

its international reputation as well as helped to signalise that Sweden—after decades of 

formal non-alignment—belonged to the NATO community after all (Doeser, 2014a, 205). 

Thus, participation in international interventions is linked to national security, and an active 

Swedish participation in international operations is considered as a way to increase the 

relevance of the country’s partnership agreements with NATO. These considerations also 

helped explain why Sweden chose to participate with fighter jets instead of more traditional 

peacekeeping instruments. Traditionally, it has been argued that it does not matter to Sweden 

which type of organisation operates the various interventions as long as it is mandated by the 

UN. This implies that Sweden does not see operations performed through NATO as a 

problem in itself and that it has accepted NATO as a relevant platform for an active Swedish 

engagement in crisis situations deemed legitimate due to human rights concerns (Doeser, 

2016, 288). However, evidence suggests that the decision to use NATO as an operating 

framework was a strong contributing factor in the Swedish decision to join in with military 

capabilities. In the Riksdag’s debates in March 2011, there are several indications that the 

Swedish participation under NATO lead was a clear priority for the Swedish government and 

that the no-fly zone had to be enforced within the NATO framework. The arguments seem to 

follow two lines of considerations: The first line relates to the expected efficiency of a 

NATO-led operation compared to the engagement through with other organisations. For 

instance, the debate on 16 March 2011 revealed that the Swedish government supported a 
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more direct military type of operation and stressed the necessity of NATO performing it since 

it was seen as the strongest military alliance to efficiently execute the operation (Riksdagen, 

2010–11, 16 March 2011, statements 14, 36, 40, 73). The second line relates to the 

consideration of whether it would be in Sweden’s interest to cooperate with NATO. The 

debate also revealed a disagreement between the government and the opposition over which 

type of contribution Sweden should offer, and whether the EU should be prioritised. Foreign 

Minister Carl Bildt argued in this respect that in order for Sweden to support the UN, the 

country had to be prepared to help the US, NATO, and its member states no matter the type 

of military operation that was needed (Riksdagen, 2010–11, March 16 statements 46, 134). 

Interestingly, the Swedish government seemed hesitant about whether the no-flight zone 

would in fact be efficient: ‘I would be reluctant to believe that a no-flight zone would achieve 

what the world would like to achieve, namely the necessary military capacity that will make 

it possible to strike back at Kaddafi’s troops that are now advancing in Libya. I have further 

noted that the US and a number of other countries therefore express doubt about this military 

approach and talk about other opportunities’ (Reinfeld cited in Riksdagen, Marts 17 2010–11, 

statement 12, own translation). According to the Swedish government, a more direct military 

engagement was a possibility, and it seemed important for Sweden to be willing to support 

such a type of engagement if the alliance decided to pursue this option. Carl Bildt noted: ‘In 

my opinion, as I have expressed many times, it has to be more than a no-flight zone . . . we 

must have a mandate for clearer actions . . . let us be concrete . . . it is about the US, [and] . . . 

it is about NATO. We must be ready to provide support to them. . . . [T]he sharp military 

actions are about—and let us be honest with each other—NATO and the US and those who 

can help together with the American war powers’ (Bildt cited in Riksdagen, 2010–11, Marts 

17 2011 statement 118, own translation). A part of the eagerness of the Swedish government 

to support the NATO operation seemed coupled with a preceding Swedish debate prior to the 
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Libya decision in which the opposition parties had criticised Sweden’s deployment in 

Afghanistan and the leadership of NATO in that operation (Doeser, 2014a, 651). 

Accordingly, the government wanted to relinquish a situation where they feared that the US 

and the NATO states could begin to question the Swedish engagement. In order to counter 

this, it was necessary that the government demonstrated support for NATO and continued to 

strengthen the Swedish contributions to the UN-led operation in Afghanistan. Therefore, it 

seemed important for the government to stress that any NATO request would be considered. 

That NATO would assume responsibility did, however, seem to make a difference for the 

government, which seemed unwilling to commit before it was certain that NATO would 

resume command. On 22 March 2011, Carl Bildt refused to give any confirmation of the 

Swedish participation ‘because we don’t know how the operation is going to be organized 

yet’ (Bildt cited in Doeser, 2014b, 647–648). This indicates that the institutional framework 

around the operation mattered to Sweden and that humanitarian concerns were not the sole 

motivation for the Swedish contribution since ‘alliance solidarity’ seemed important. Bildt 

had further noted that ‘[w]e must also be prepared to support the US, NATO, and its member 

states. We must be ready for this in this situation’ (Riksdagen, 2010–11, 17 March 2011, 

statement 134, own translation). In this respect, Doeser (2014b) has even argued that the 

NATO leadership in this particular operation can be considered ‘a necessary condition’ for 

the Swedish participation (652). 

 

Was interoperability an important motivation for Sweden’s decision?  

Sweden has made several efforts to enhance political and military cooperation with NATO as 

the format of NATO’s 28+2 meetings demonstrates. Sweden has thereby cultivated a close 

relationship with the US and made efforts to make their military capabilities compatible with 

NATO forces in the Baltic Sea region. In relation to the participation, there are indications 
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showing that the intervention participation provided useful experience, which allowed the 

country to develop its crisis management capability (The Swedish Government 2008, 6). 

Central self-interested arguments for the Swedish participation were coupled to the question 

of enhancing the interoperability between the Swedish forces and NATO (The Swedish 

Government 2008, 12; Syrén, 2006, 116). In his analysis, Doeser (2014b) demonstrates that it 

was an important concern that the Swedish air force would be allowed to participate in a real 

operation in order to gain valuable experience in working together with NATO forces. This 

consideration followed the line in the Swedish national strategy in which it was stated that 

Swedish participation in international operations should, besides promoting justice and 

human rights, ‘also benefit[s] our national security and Swedish interests’ (The Swedish 

Government, 2008, 3). In relations to the Libya intervention, Tolgfors (cited in Doeser, 2016) 

has noted that ‘Sweden helps others, not only because it is the right thing to do, but also 

because it strengthens our own security’ (646). It seemed that a central reason for 

participating in the operations relates to security concerns, such as developing Sweden’s 

crisis management capacity, including the interoperability of its armed forces. In this respect, 

it seemed central to the Swedish government to participate in the NATO framework. This can 

also be seen in relation to the willingness to support NATO in Afghanistan. Sweden’s 

contribution to the NATO-led ISAF gradually expanded over the period 2001-10 from 

initially 45 to 855 soldiers (Nielsson and Zetterlund, 2016, 770). As it has been noted, this 

was a substantial contribution, and it was largely driven by a sense of alliance solidarity as 

well as a willingness to support key allies. However, it seemed important in the Swedish 

debate to mask the operation as UN-sanctioned, which emphasised development efforts. 

Generally, there has been a tendency in the direction of Sweden downplaying its engagement 

in UN-led peacekeeping operations. Nielsson and Zetterlund (2016, 779) argue that this 

relates to a renewed Swedish focus on security at home. The country has become focussed on 
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territorial defence and the region around the Baltic Sea region where the partnership 

agreement with NATO plays a central role. Nielsson and Zetterlund (2016) suggest that a 

central motivation behind the Swedish decision to operate with NATO has to be understood 

in this light since the participation offered an opportunity to upgrade the armed forces’ 

capacity to operate with other NATO countries, which means that participation in such 

operations contributed to national security by increasing the interoperability and the 

integration of the armed forces.  

 

Did US recognition play a central role in the Swedish definition of success? 

Not surprisingly, there is a lot of evidence in the official arguments that justifies the Swedish 

participation on normative principles emphasizing the priority of human rights principles 

over security concerns, which suggests that the official Swedish discourse on their 

participation in international operations was predominantly idealist and consistently 

emphasized solidarity and humanitarian concerns. In addition, this affected how the Swedish 

government defined success and how moral considerations played a primary role, which is 

also the case in Denmark and Norway. However, there are also multiple other indications that 

the Swedish government sought recognition from the US and the NATO allies and that this 

recognition was a part of the ‘success metric’. Wagnsson has noted that the government was 

very concerned by boosting its status and reputation as a reliable state with an able military 

that the EU, the UN and the US can count on (Wagnsson, 2011, 588, 594), and Johansson has 

argued that what was important was not what ‘the deployed force actually does and achieves 

besides being in place’ (Johansson, 2017, 244). Carl Bildt argued that ‘Sweden’s decision to 

contribute eight Gripen planes was received positively by the different [participating] 

countries. In addition to the military value, the political value of Sweden’s contribution was 

highly credited’ (Bildt cited in Doeser, 2016, 288). This can also be seen in the reactions in 
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NATO on 31 March 2011. During a visit to the Secretary-General in Stockholm, Anders 

Fogh Rasmussen recognised and welcomed the Swedish contributions in the NATO-led 

operation (Doeser, 2016). Rasmussen further stressed the potential for strengthening the 

cooperation with Sweden and highlighted three areas where the partnership would be 

particularly useful: Afghanistan, military capabilities, and further interoperability of the 

armed forces (NATO, 2013). The Swedish contributions to international operations and 

Sweden’s relationship with NATO generally follow a dual logic. On the one hand, the 

country aimed to support multinational approaches to generating military capabilities through 

pooling and sharing. On the other hand, the country tried to use this to improve the 

interoperability of its armed forces with NATO procedures. Sweden’s participation in the 

Partnership for Peace Planning and Review Process (PARP), for instance, provides a 

planning mechanism that assists Sweden in developing capabilities for both NATO-led and 

EU-led operations. Besides the concrete actions, more public recognition and access to the 

American decision-makers also play a role for the Swedish government. President Obama, 

for instance, used the visit from the leaders of Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Denmark, and 

Finland to praise the Nordic countries: ‘So I really do believe that the world would be more 

secure and more prosperous if we just had more partners like the Nordic countries,’ he said. 

‘They consistently punch above their weight’ (cited in Savel, 2016). A position he later on 

repeated during a visit to Stockholm in 2015, which was perceived as a ‘diplomatic coup’ for 

the Swedish government since it was the first truly bilateral visit to Sweden by a sitting US 

president. On this occasion, Prime Minister Fredrik Reinfeldt announced that this would be 

an opportunity ‘to put forward the Swedish view’ (Lindén, 2013, ).   

 

Changing status-seeking patterns? 
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Status seeking has always been a central element in small Scandinavian states’ foreign and 

security policies. The Nordic small state literature in particular has argued that these countries 

have tried to pursue status along a moral dimension where they act as good states that support 

international cooperation, permanent alliance structures, and a liberal order that de-

emphasises the use of hard power (Lawlor, 2005, 2007). Accordingly, this literature has 

downplayed the utility of ‘militarised small state activism’ to obtain status for small states. A 

central theoretical aim in this article has been to utilise the concepts of status to analyse the 

non-aligned small state of Sweden’s motives for joining a NATO led intervention that they 

could easily have buck passed upon. Despite the traditional explanations in the literature that 

has emphasized altruism and idealism the article has shown that the engagement can largely 

be explained by the countries desire to improve upon their reputation and prestige in NATO 

instrumentally as a means to gain protection, influence, and status. This approach marks a 

change in the Swedish security strategy where the utilization of militarised activism has been 

a mean to improve their standing in Washington in order to obtain what is otherwise 

traditionally perceived as exclusive NATO club goods. The Swedish efforts illustrate that 

protection considerations played a central role in the decision to join the alliance and that 

militarised participation in international operations is a way to pay for protection through the 

partnership agreement and to obtain a better status position vis-à-vis its regional competitors. 

Situating the Swedish decision to participate in NATO-led operations like the one in Libya in 

a wider Scandinavian context demonstrates an interesting convergence between the Nordic 

countries regarding the utilisation of military capabilities and the relevance of the Atlantic tie 

in their foreign and security policies.  

 

Much of the post-Cold War debate in the Danish and Norwegian context has focussed on the 

role of Atlanticism and the opportunities that a closer alignment with the US would create for 
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the countries while the Swedish and Finnish debate has traditionally focussed on the utility of 

increased Nordic cooperation (Forsberg, 2013). Even though Finland and Sweden continue to 

be unaligned and will not join NATO in the near future, both countries have developed a 

closer cooperation with the alliance, including joint military exercises, training activities, 

participation in the NATO Response Force, and ratification and implementation of the Host 

Nation Support agreement (Gotkowska and Szymański, 2016). These arrangements are open 

for more political and military-technological opportunities for NATO to use the land 

territory, the airspace, and the territorial waters of Sweden and Finland. Bailes et al. (2016) 

have argued that this behaviour can theoretically be understood as a ‘shelter strategy’. 

Accordingly, alliances like NATO can offer strategic protection in either a political or a 

military manner. This suggests that a part of the Nordic literature resembles some of the 

recurrent themes in the literature on Danish foreign policy activism in which the utility of a 

close Atlanticism has played a central role in relation to the frequent and eager Danish 

participation in US-led interventions (Mouritzen, 2007; Wivel, 2013; Henriksen and 

Ringsmose, 2012). In general, there is a tendency in the literature to argue that the Nordic 

countries’ evaluation of US recognition has changed and that a good relation with the US is 

now perceived as a valuable means to increase their status and improve their relative position 

in the international power hierarchy (Pedersen, 2018; Jakobsen et al., 2018). The conclusions 

in this article also point in this direction and offer a new interpretation of the change in the 

Swedish evaluation of the utility of a close Atlantic partnership. The country’s cautious 

embracement of militarised activism caused by the changed security environment therefore, 

in the words of Græger (2015), seems to indicate that Sweden might change from being a 

‘force of good’ to a ‘force of status’-seeker. This, however, implies that the perceived 

security divide in the literature between Sweden, Denmark, and Norway has been reduced 

due to the change in the Swedish evaluation of the value of a closer relationship with the US 
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and NATO. Thus, the small states’ intervention participation reflects an instrumental and 

strategic motivation where engagement is seen as a strategic tool helping the small states to 

improve their status or consolidate their reputation as loyal allies and partners. The main 

contribution of this article is to offer a utilize a conceptual framework that allow us to explain 

why both aligned and non-aligned small states might decide to join US-led interventions in 

situations where they either do not face any direct threats or could decide to free ride on the 

security provision of the US. The analysis suggests that the Swedish decision to participate in 

the interventions with military capabilities reflects an instrumental motivation where the 

engagement is considered a strategic tool to improve the country’s prestige as a trustworthy 

partner for Washington in order to strengthen its status position in the Baltic Sea region. In 

opposition to the constructivist literature, this article suggests that it is neither the mission nor 

the institutional framework that determines the country’s participation. Rather, it is who the 

country becomes ‘brother in arms’ with that (partly) determines the small states’ participation 

in internal interventions. Bandwagoning for status with the US can therefore be considered as 

a revisionist small state strategy where the relationship between small states and the US is not 

considered as solely asymmetric by involving uneven exchanges, but rather as a strategy 

aimed at achieving status gains through their cooperation or flocking with the US. The article 

argues that this has become an increasingly important element in the Swedish foreign and 

security strategy over the last couple of years when it has become important to demonstrate 

that Sweden is a useful ally in the NATO partnership framework; not least after the increased 

geo-political tensions in the Baltic Sea region where the increased Russian activities have put 

pressure on the country’s non-aligned position.    

 

Conclusion 
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The overall theoretical contribution of this article is to add to our understanding of the 

concept of status as a main driving force for the small states’ decisions to join international 

operations and how they utilise the relation with the US in their foreign and security policies. 

Using a realist-inspired framework, it has been argued that the Swedish participation in 

NATO-led operations reflects a more instrumental and strategic motivation than otherwise 

assumed in the literature where Sweden’s engagement is seen as a vehicle for a status 

strategy that helps to improve its status or consolidate its reputation as a loyal ally and partner 

(Schweller, 1994; Wood, 2013). Building on insights from classical realism, the article 

suggests that the small states’ ‘gain motives’ differ from those of the great powers in the 

sense that the small states are preoccupied with building reputation and recognition from the 

great powers. The small states’ status seeking is pursued with the aim of generating goodwill 

and raising the possibility of the US and NATO supporting them against external threats. 

This priority has also been visible in the Norwegian and Danish security considerations, 

which might indicate a turn towards Atlantiscism in the Nordic countries’ foreign and 

security strategies. As for Sweden, these concerns have been most visible after becoming a 

NATO partner, and it has become important for Sweden to demonstrate that it is willing to 

share risks with NATO countries and that its military is able to operate together with NATO 

forces (Ringsmose, 2010). The article therefore suggests that the Swedish engagement in the 

ISAF operation in Afghanistan and in the intervention in Libya can be (partly) explained by a 

desire to bring the country closer to the US in order to improve its reputation and thereby 

either increase or consolidate its status position in the international hierarchy. 
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