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Abstract 
The aim of this thesis is to understand Iceland’s foreign policy and strategies as a small 

state in the international system, primarily through the concepts of status-seeking and 

norm entrepreneurship. Iceland has increased its involvement in international 

cooperation in the past two decades, and regularly presents itself as an ‘ideal’ state at an 

international level, for example by highlighting its reputation and image as a gender equal 

country with a strong focus on sustainability in fisheries and environmental issues. 

Iceland’s behaviour begs the question: is Iceland seeking status at an international level 

and is it attempting to become a norm entrepreneur? The theoretical framework of the 

thesis consists of liberal theory, constructivism, and small state theories, including 

research on status-seeking, norm entrepreneurship and nation branding. Seven Icelandic 

foreign service representatives were interviewed with the objective of understanding 

their views on Iceland’s position in the international system. Also, governmental reports 

were analysed as secondary data. A deductive content analysis was used to analyse the 

interview transcripts and reports.  

 The main results of the thesis are that status-seeking has been a key driver of 

Iceland’s foreign policy in the period 1999 to 2019. Iceland seeks status by highlighting its 

image as a moral do-gooder, a state that is fair and equal. In other words, Iceland acts 

with moral authority at an international level. Furthermore, Iceland seeks status by 

increasing its involvement in multilateral cooperation, particularly at the UN, where it has 

the greatest potential to exert influence. Iceland has attempted to become a norm 

entrepreneur in the fields of gender equality, ocean affairs, renewable energy and land 

restoration. However, the greatest weight of the foreign service in terms of norm 

entrepreneurship is placed on gender equality issues. 
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Útdráttur 
Markmið þessarar rannsóknar er að gera grein fyrir utanríkisstefnu Íslands og aðferðum 

ríkisins til að hasla sér völl á alþjóðavettvangi og innan alþjóðastofnana. Íslenska 

utanríkisþjónustan er skoðuð út frá hugtökum um félagsleg völd í formi jákvæðrar 

ímyndar á ýmsum sviðum og út frá kenningum um hvernig smáríki leitast við að styrkja 

stöðu sína og öðlast virðingu frá stærri ríkjum og alþjóðasamfélaginu, til að öðlast meiri 

áhrif á alþjóðavísu. Á undanförnu áratugum hefur Ísland leitast við að auka þátttöku sína 

í alþjóðasamstarfi og lagt áherslu á jákvæða ímynd sína sem fyrirmyndarríki og sem hluti 

af Norðurlöndum. Þessi atriði er vert að skoða  með því að svara spurningunum hvernig 

styrkir Ísland stöðu sína á alþjóðavettvangi og hvernig Ísland hefur reynt að gerast 

svokallaður „frumkvöðull í viðmiðum“ (e. norm entrepreneur). Tekin voru viðtöl við sjö 

fulltrúa utanríkisþjónustunnar til þess að fá fram þeirra viðhorf gagnvart stöðu Íslands í 

alþjóðasamfélaginu. Viðtölin og skýrslur frá stjórnvöldum voru greind með 

innihaldsgreiningu. 

 Helstu niðurstöður rannsóknarinnar eru þær að utanríkisstefna Íslands hefur verið 

mótuð af því að styrkja stöðu landsins á tímabilinu 1999 til 2019. Íslenska 

utanríkisþjónustan hefur styrkt stöðu ríkisins með því að kynna landið sem 

fyrirmyndarríki, ríki sem hegðar sér á siðferðislega réttan hátt bæði innanlands og utan. 

Að auki hefur Ísland styrkt stöðu sína með því að auka þátttöku sína í alþjóðasamstarfi, 

sérstaklega innan Sameinuðu þjóðanna, þar sem ríkið hefur mesta möguleika til að hafa 

áhrif. Ísland hefur reynt að verða frumkvöðull í viðmiðum á fjórum sviðum, í 

kynjajafnrétti, sjávarútvegsmálum, endurnýjanlegri orku og landgræðslu. Mest áhersla er 

lögð á jafnréttismál í frumkvöðlastarfi utanríkisþjónustunnar. 
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1 Introduction 

Within the scholarly literature on international politics the assumption is often made that 

states are controlled only by their material interests. Theories such as realism and 

liberalism are dominant in the field and rarely is the notion put forth that respect, status 

or recognition are the main determinants of actions taken by states in the international 

system, even though we as human beings consider respect as an important element of 

our day-to-day lives.1 However, within the small states literature this view is rather 

different. Because of small states’ particular vulnerabilities, the notion that they seek 

prestige and status in order to gain influence or have support (economic or otherwise) 

later on is well accepted.  Thus, for them status is the means to an end, the end being 

more influence or soft power in the international system, with their peers, or great 

powers.  

When it comes to how small states seek status there are some differing views. For 

example, some previous research assumes that small states seek status by contributing 

to military operations, such as in the case of Norway and Denmark,2 while other scholars 

argue that they act as mediators in conflict and increase their involvement in 

international affairs.3 Some claim that states seek status by acting morally or being a do-

gooder, for example by being a peaceful state, having high levels of equality and respect 

for human rights. Finally, Ingebritsen argues that small states seek status by acting as 

norm entrepreneurs.4  

For the last decade Iceland has steadily increased its involvement in international 

affairs, as can be seen by its 2018 election to the Human Rights Council, its chairmanship 

of the Arctic Council and the Nordic Council of Ministers, both commencing in 2019, its 

leadership in the Third Committee of the UN General Assembly, its attempt to gain a 

                                                        
1 Reinhard Wolf, 2011, “Respect and Disrespect in International Politics: The Significance of Status 
Recognition,” International Theory vol. 3, no. 1, p. 105. 
2 Peter Viggo Jakobsen, Jens Ringsmose, and Håkon Lunde Saxi, 2017, “Prestige-Seeking Small States: 
Danish and Norwegian Military Contributions to US-Led Operations,” European Journal of International 
Security II, pp. 1–22.. 
3 Phil Baxter, Jenna Jordan, and Lawrence Rubin, 2018, “How Small States Acquire Status: A Social Network 
Analysis,” International Area Studies Review, vol.  21, no. 3, pp. 191–213. 
4 Christine Ingebritsen, 2002, “Norm Entrepreneurs Scandinavia’s Role in World Politics,” Cooperation and 
Conflict, vol. 37, no. 1, pp. 11-23. 
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Security Council seat in 2008, and its work in various other committees and councils 

abroad. In addition, Iceland has increased its funding for international development and 

peacekeeping.5 All of this makes one wonder what the goal of these foreign policy 

decisions is, and if Iceland may be seeking status within international organisations and 

from great powers? If so, how does it go about it? This thesis seeks to understand how 

Iceland, a small state without an army, seeks status in order to gain influence within the 

international system.  

 The aim of this research project is to understand Iceland’s foreign policy and 

strategies as a small state in the international system, primarily through the concept of 

status-seeking, but also in terms of the concept of norm entrepreneurship and to some 

extent through nation-branding research. The significance of research on small states in 

general is great, as research in the past has focused more towards the great powers, and 

so small states research is a way to provide balance to the IR field. In addition, to focus 

on Iceland in particular in this context is important because no other researcher has 

attempted to explore Iceland through the concept of status-seeking. Thus, this research 

project will bring new knowledge into the field.   

 The following are the research questions of the study: How does Iceland seek status? 

How is the theory of norm entrepreneurship compatible with Iceland’s foreign policy 

actions in the period 1999 to 2019?  

To provide more comprehensive answers to the research questions I also 

constructed operational questions based on the concepts of nation-branding, status-

seeking and norm entrepreneurship: How is Iceland’s image constructed? How do 

Icelandic officials evaluate Iceland’s image abroad? In which fields is Iceland seeking 

status? What drives Iceland’s status recognition by other states, according to Icelandic 

officials? Is Iceland systematically attempting to become a norm entrepreneur? If so, in 

which fields? Has Iceland been successful at producing and diffusing norms 

internationally? 

The motive for me as a student to choose this topic is simply that I want to get a 

more holistic understanding of Iceland’s foreign policy, and this topic with the concept of 

                                                        
5 Alþingi, 2018, Frumvarp til fjárlaga fyrir árið 2018.  



11 

status-seeking gives me the chance to dig into 20 years of Iceland’s activities abroad, and 

to compile an overview of the history of the foreign service. This might become very 

useful later on, both for me and hopefully the wider academic community. The concept 

of status-seeking and norm entrepreneurship describes, in my opinion, very well a 

mentality that exists in Icelandic society, and in the minds of its leaders. I think it is deeply 

interesting to transfer such a human quality over to the actions of states and study it 

systematically.  

The thesis is divided into six chapters. Following the introduction, a short historical 

overview is presented, to give the reader a better understanding of Iceland’s foreign 

policy, and the key events and policies in history that have shaped international decision-

making for Icelandic officials. These include European integration, Nordic cooperation 

and the extensive relations between Iceland and the USA since the Second World War.  

Next, the theoretical framework of the thesis is presented. First, liberalism and 

constructivism are presented as the basis of the theoretical framework, as well as the 

epistemological standpoint of the researcher. These theories form the foundation of the 

study, as opposed to the small state theories of status-seeking, norm entrepreneurship 

and nation branding, which are the theories to be tested and used to answer the research 

questions.   

The fourth chapter lays out the methodology of the study, research design, data 

collection and analysis of data. The chosen research design of the study is an instrumental 

case study design. Primary sources of data are semi-structured interviews with Icelandic 

foreign service officials and secondary sources are various governmental reports 

published by the Icelandic government in the period 1999 to 2019. A deductive content 

analysis was performed to analyse the data. A brief discussion on validity, reliability, 

ethical issues and delimitations of the study are also presented in this chapter.  

In the fifth chapter of the study the results of the data analysis are presented. The 

chapter is divided into two subchapters, each devoted to answering the main research 

questions. The first subchapter includes the specific methods Iceland utilises in its status-

seeking efforts, such as the utilisation the Nordic label in international institutions, 

increasing its involvement in international cooperation and trade, and national image 
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development and branding strategies. The next subchapter includes the specific fields in 

which Iceland seeks status and attempts to become a norm entrepreneur in.  

In the sixth chapter of the thesis a discussion relating the results of the data to the 

theoretical framework is presented. This chapter is also divided into two subchapters to 

reflect the research questions, but in this chapter the theories are used to analyse the 

results in order to give more comprehensive answers to the research questions. Finally, 

some concluding remarks are given in the seventh chapter. 
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2 Iceland’s foreign policy – A historical overview 
To better understand the context of Iceland as a small state in the international system, 

and how it behaves towards the world, this chapter provides a brief historical overview 

of the country’s foreign policy developments since 1940, when Iceland began to manage 

its own foreign affairs. In addition, some theoretical discussions on the country’s foreign 

policy decisions are presented. In this regard, Iceland’s relationship with the United 

States, the Cold War, European integration and Iceland’s self-identity as a Nordic state 

are key events and phenomena for understanding the country’s status-seeking. It is 

important to mention that this overview is only a short summary of key events and is in 

no way comprehensive. 

 Relations between Iceland and the United States have been analysed by various 

scholars, one of whom is Baldur Thorhallsson. He analysed the relations through the lens 

of shelter theory and found that Iceland received extensive political and economic shelter 

from the United States in the period from 1941 when the US occupation of Iceland began, 

until the present day. He refers to this period as the ‘American Period’, due to the 

extensive American influence on Icelandic society during this time.6 During WWII and the 

beginning of the Cold War, relations between Iceland and the US evolved around 

Iceland’s policy of neutrality, which it was very hesitant to leave behind during the wars.  

 Iceland and the US signed an agreement on military protection in 1941 and this 

marked the beginning of American influence in Iceland and a de facto end of the country’s 

policy of neutrality, even though many ministers at the time did not view the agreement 

as a step away from neutrality, at least not legally speaking. Neutrality had, up until then, 

been the defining element of Iceland’s foreign policy.7  

 As a result of the military protection agreement Iceland was saved out of an 

economic crisis and the nation finally had enough supplies to guarantee its survival.8 In 

1946 the two states signed the Keflavík agreement, and many scholars view this point in 

time as the beginning of the Cold War in Iceland. Although Iceland was formally still a 

neutral state, the cooperation with the United States and before that the United Kingdom 

                                                        
6 Baldur Thorhallsson, 2019,  Small States and Shelter Theory: Iceland’s External Affairs, p. 61. 
7 Þór Whitehead, 2006, “Hlutleysi Íslands á hverfanda hveli”, Saga: Tímarit Sögufélags, vol. 44, no. 1, p. 44. 
8 Ibid, p. 47. 
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demonstrated the country’s alignment with the West. The Keflavík agreement was not a 

traditional military protection agreement. In fact, some would say it was merely a rental 

contract, allowing the US to use Keflavík as a base for supplies and troops on the way to 

occupied territories in Germany. However, in reality the agreement had a more 

widespread effect in Iceland, both politically and in society. It was an acknowledgement 

of the fact that Iceland was in the United States’ zone of national interests and 

strategically important for the Allies.9  

 Icelandic socialists were critical of the Keflavík agreement and the US’s involvement 

in Iceland in general. Their opposition, however, was never as clear as in the debate on 

Iceland’s membership of NATO. In 1947, parliament had mostly been focusing on the 

worsening economic climate in Europe and had been making plans for Iceland’s part in 

the Marshall plan. However, in early 1948, government officials in Iceland soon began to 

shift their focus towards security and defence matters as the fear of the Soviet Union was 

widespread in Iceland. In addition, the government feared the intentions of Icelandic 

socialists, particularly after the coup d’état in Czechoslovakia, which they believed might 

motivate socialists in Iceland to act violently, imitating their Czech communist 

counterparts.10  

In the 1960s and 70s there was a growing wave of left-wing politics in Iceland, partly 

due to nationalism gaining more support, but also because of the United States’ actions 

in the Vietnam War, which many felt were unacceptable.11 A left-wing government was 

formed and there were strong voices at that time who wanted to decrease political 

relations with the US, although all parties realised that in terms of economic relations, 

Iceland was entirely dependent upon the US. Iceland’s NATO membership and defence 

agreement with the US were both in danger during the Cod Wars between the UK and 

Iceland.12 However, in the end the US stood firmly with Iceland and the US military stayed 

in Iceland until 2006. Both Iceland’s NATO membership and the defence agreement with 

the US remain cornerstones of Iceland’s security policies today.  

                                                        
9 Valur Ingimundarson, 1996, Í eldlínu kalda stríðsins: Samskipti Íslands og Bandaríkjanna 1945-1960, 1st 
ed., Reykjavík: Vaka-Helgafell, p.17. 
10 Ibid, pp. 95-96. 
11 Valur Ingimundarson, 2002, Uppgjör við umheiminn: Íslensk þjóðernishyggja, vestrænt samstarf og 
landhelgisdeilan, pp. 331-334.  
12 Ibid, p. 334. 
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These extensive relations with the United States have had a great deal of influence 

on Iceland’s foreign affairs in general, but particularly on the country’s European policies. 

The Keflavík agreement, NATO membership and defence agreement with the US, in 

addition to the economic assistance Iceland received from the US, for example through 

the Marshall plan, all had an influence on Iceland’s choices towards Europe. Iceland 

received the highest amount of economic assistance from the US through the Marshall 

plan, in comparison to other European states during the Cold War and was highly 

dependent upon the United States’ goodwill. Iceland was also late to apply for 

membership of various international institutions, for example EFTA, GATT and the United 

Nations, due to these strong relations with the US.13  

Thorhallsson argues that when analysing the effect of the two countries’ relations, 

Iceland’s national security interests must be taken into consideration. As a small state 

without an army, Iceland is completely dependent on other states for the defence of the 

country. When it comes to evaluating EU membership, Icelandic officials have not seen 

the need for the so-called security community of Europe, as so many other European 

states, precisely because of its bilateral defence agreement with the US, and its NATO 

membership.14  

Iceland as a nation has always been very divided in views towards involvement in 

European integration. Naturally then, the political debate has at times been quite 

polarised. Since the beginning of European integration at the end of WWII, Icelandic 

officials have had to evaluate the pros and cons of participating, and the extent of its 

participation. Furthermore, they have had to analyse how Iceland’s interests are best 

protected, either with full involvement in the European project, limited involvement or 

no involvement.15 All in all, Iceland has been very involved in the integration, for example 

                                                        
13 Ingimundarson, 1996, Í eldlínu kalda stríðsins. 
14 Baldur Thorhallsson, 2008, “Evrópustefna íslenskra stjórnvalda: Stefnumótun, átök og afleiðingar,” in 
Uppbrot hugmyndakerfis: Endurmótun íslenskrar utanríkisstefnu 1991-2007, ed. Valur Ingimundarson, 1st 
ed., Reykjavík: Hið íslenska bókmenntafélag, pp. 126-127. 
15 Baldur Thorhallsson, 2015, “Þátttaka Íslands í Evrópusamrunanum,” in Saga Evrópusamrunans: 
Evrópusambandið og þátttaka Íslands, ed. Auðunn Arnórsson et al., 1st ed., Reykjavík: Alþjóðamálastofnun, 
Rannsóknasetur um smáríki, Háskóli Íslands, p. 108. 
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with its EFTA membership, the EEA agreement and Schengen. However, this was not 

always the case.16 

By the end of the Cold War, Icelandic authorities decided to participate in the 

European Economic Area (EEA). This marked a milestone in Icelandic history, as it was a 

major change in the European policy at the time. Before that time, Iceland had only 

participated in European integration to a little extent, with its membership of the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the European Free 

Trade Association (EFTA) in 1970, and with a bilateral agreement between Iceland and 

the European Union.17 Since then, the EEA agreement has been the core of Iceland’s 

policy towards Europe.  

Many scholars have speculated that if Iceland would not have signed the EEA 

agreement it would without a doubt be an EU member state today. In other words, the 

EEA ensured such vital national interests for Iceland that without it, the country would 

not have had another option than to join the EU.18 The agreement includes free 

movement of capital, labour, goods and services between the member states, and by 

participating, Iceland decreased the odds of being affected by economic sanctions. Access 

to Europe’s markets would have decreased and the trade environment worsened.19  

Katzenstein’s theory on the reasons for small states’ participation in European 

integration is useful in understanding Iceland’s European policies. As Thorhallsson has 

discussed, the theory claims that small states participate in integration to decrease 

economic weaknesses resulting from their small size. Furthermore, the negative 

economic effects of European integration are more extensive than the effects of social 

and security matters. In light of this, Iceland’s EEA participation can be explained by the 

fact that Icelandic officials assumed that economic cooperation would protect national 

interests but that there was no need for further cooperation in other areas.20  

                                                        
16 Baldur Thorhallsson and Hjalti Thor Vignisson, 2004, “A Controversial Step: Membership of the EEA,” in 
Iceland and European Integration: On the Edge, ed. Baldur Thorhallsson, 1st ed., New York: Routledge, p. 
38. 
17 Thorhallsson, 2008, “Evrópustefna íslenskra stjórnvalda: Stefnumótun, átök og afleiðingar,” p. 67. 
18 Auðunn Arnórsson, 2009, Inni eða úti? Aðildarviðræður við Evrópusambandið, Reykjavík: Háskólaútgáfan, 
p. 123. 
19 Thorhallsson, 2015, “Þátttaka Íslands í Evrópusamrunanum”, p. 112. 
20 Thorhallsson, 2008, “Evrópustefna íslenskra stjórnvalda: Stefnumótun, átök og afleiðingar”, p. 72. 
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Iceland’s participation in the Schengen Agreement, commencing in 2001, is another 

important component of the country’s European policy. It came about following the 

decision of the Nordic countries Denmark, Finland and Sweden, who are all EU member 

states, to join Schengen in 1995.21 Iceland’s membership is officially categorised as 

secondary membership, because of the country’s status as a non-EU state. This means 

that Iceland is not able to vote in any EU decision-making processes, but nevertheless 

must accept all decisions that are made, that is if it wants to continue participating in 

Schengen. However, it does have some influence when it comes to policymaking in 

Schengen affairs, both within the European Commission and the Council, but not in the 

Council of Ministers nor the Parliament.22 

 As mentioned earlier many Icelandic officials have had considerable doubts towards 

the country’s involvement in the EU. However, the governments of Iceland have through 

the years always maintained strong relations with the member states of the union. The 

most common arguments against membership are that it will set limits on the sovereignty 

of Iceland and that such a small state will not have enough influence on decision-making 

within the union, while still having to follow EU laws and regulations.23  

 Thorhallsson has identified three main factors that affect those that are against EU 

membership in Iceland. According to him, it is firstly nationalism and the self-identity of 

Icelanders that influence the anti-EU views. This identity is built upon the view that all 

authority and power is meant to be in the hands of Icelanders themselves and domestic 

institutions. Moreover, the national interests of Iceland are best protected when the 

country is not dependent on international institutions and treaties that “force it to open 

its borders to the free flow of goods, people, money, and service”, as EFTA and the EEA 

do.24 In addition, Iceland’s interests are best safeguarded in bilateral relations with other 

states, for example the United States, rather than having to share power with more 

states. The origins of these views can be traced to Iceland’s struggle for independence, in 

which concepts such as sovereignty and independence were prominent.25  

                                                        
21 Thorhallsson, 2015, “Þátttaka Íslands í Evrópusamrunanum”, p. 116. 
22 Ibid, pp. 116-117. 
23 Emily Goodeve, 2005, “Iceland and the European Union: An In-Depth Analysis of One of Iceland’s Most 
Controversial Debates,” Scandinavian Studies, vol. 77, no. 1, p. 86. 
24 Thorhallsson, 2015, “Þátttaka Íslands í Evrópusamrunanum”, p. 121. 
25 Ibid, p. 121. 
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 The second factor Thorhallsson has identified are Iceland’s relations with the US, 

which have already been discussed in detail. The third factor influencing anti-EU views is 

the leading industry of the country, fisheries, although tourism has grown into a larger 

industry than fisheries today. Ingebritsen has analysed how interest groups in the leading 

industries of states play a key role in determining whether or not states join the EU. In 

other words, leading industries have extensive political influence when it comes to 

European policies.26  

 Furthermore, because Iceland’s exports are almost entirely made up of fisheries 

products it is inevitable that the objectives of the government’s policies are to protect 

the industry.27 The EEA agreement was very beneficial for the fisheries sector in Iceland, 

because Iceland was exempted from having to join the common fisheries policy of the 

EU. Therefore, many see the EU fisheries policy as the main hindrance for Iceland’s 

possible EU membership.28 Ingebritsen even goes so far to say that “the fish is the core 

of Iceland’s opposition to European integration”.29 Here it is assumed that all of these 

factors discussed have some effects on the views and decision-making of Icelandic 

officials in European matters.  

 Iceland’s image as a Nordic state has without a doubt benefitted the country in 

various ways, particularly within international institutions.  The strength of Nordic 

cooperation lies in the common values of the Nordic states and the common societal 

structure, and not least the unity these countries are able to bring to international 

negotiations because of their commonalities. The Icelandic Ministry for Foreign Affairs is 

clear in its view that due to international developments in recent years Nordic 

cooperation remains one of the crucial foundations of Icelandic foreign policy.30  

 Thorhallsson has analysed Nordic cooperation through the lens of shelter theory and 

argues that Iceland has received significant diplomatic support from the Nordic states 

through the years and today enjoys some security shelter from participating in Nordic 

security cooperation. In addition, Iceland has enjoyed extensive economic shelter from 
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Nordic cooperation through access to the common Nordic labour market and burden 

sharing, although this shelter has not proved strong enough in times of crisis, as was 

evident from their responses to Iceland’s request for assistance after the economic crisis 

in 2008.31  

In terms of diplomatic relations Iceland’s participation in Nordic and Baltic 

cooperation since the 1990s has opened the way for Iceland to take on more influential 

roles within international institutions such as the World Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF). In addition, according to Valdimarsson, “the Nordic Council has 

been a way for the Nordic countries to coordinate their actions in the UN and wield 

influence”.32 Iceland reaches many of its decisions on voting at the UN based on decisions 

made at Nordic Council meetings.  

Today, Iceland’s foreign policy is formulated around the core values of democracy, 

peace, human rights, the fight against poverty, gender and social equality. 33 

                                                        
31 Thorhallsson, 2019, Small States and Shelter Theory: Iceland’s External Affairs, p. 93. 
32 Ibid, p. 105.. 
33 Stjórnarráð Íslands, n.d. “Alþjóðamál.”  



20 

3 Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter the theoretical foundation of the study is presented. First, established 

International Relations theories are presented, namely liberalism and constructivism, 

together forming the foundation of the research project, as well as being the 

epistemological standpoint of the researcher. Next, a discussion on the main theories of 

the study are presented, namely small state theories, including the concepts of status-

seeking, norm entrepreneurship and nation branding. These form the theoretical 

framework of the study and are used to answer the research questions in the analysis.  

3.1 Liberalism 

Liberalism is one of the classical traditions of the international relations (IR) field, and 

arguably the “most important transformation in world politics over the last sixty years”.34 

Its main emphasis is on the freedom of the individual and its foundation rests on a 

dedication to a set of rights. These rights are firstly a freedom from tyrannical authority, 

which is often referred to as the negative freedoms. These involve the right to freedom 

of conscience, press and speech, as well as equality under the law. The second right 

involves the protection and promotion of the opportunity and ability to ensure freedom, 

often called the positive freedoms. This includes social and economic rights, for example 

the right to education, health care and employment and the equality of opportunity to 

these. The third pillar of liberal theory’s foundation is democratic participation and 

representation. This third right is crucial to guarantee the first two. “To ensure that 

morally autonomous individuals remain free in those areas of social action where public 

authority is needed, public legislation has to express the will of the citizens making laws 

for their own community”.35 Liberal theory was developed in the 17th century from the 

work of Hugo Grotius, continued to be shaped through the 18th century Enlightenment 

period, 19th century political and economic liberalism and finally through the idealism of 

Woodrow Wilson in the 20th century.36  
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Grotius emphasised the rule of law in his writings and believed that all international 

affairs should be subject to it. According to him, states are not free to do whatever they 

see fit, as they need to make decisions within the framework of rules and laws. He further 

believed that states are rational, just as people, and generally law-abiding.37 During the 

Enlightenment ideas focusing on the rationality of human beings and their ability for 

change were prominent. People’s potential for improvement by creating a more equal 

and just society was emphasised by thinkers during this period, the best known of which 

is Immanuel Kant. Kant believed that if people did not manage to make society just the 

fault lied with inefficient and corrupt institutions.38 The key liberal elements in Kant’s 

writings are the belief that individuals are rational, the belief in social progress and the 

faith in humans and their ability to cooperate and generate a peaceful society, despite 

their self-interest.39 Peace for Kant was not merely an ideal. Rather, he saw it as a natural 

consequence of self-interested and rational human beings.40 These views were reflected 

in Kant’s work Perpetual Peace, which remains a key foundation of liberal theory.41 Kant’s 

perspective, as well as John Locke’s and Grotius’s, is sometimes referred to as liberal-

institutionalist. Kant envisioned an international system of sovereign states bound 

together by international law and institutions. He saw this system as being a 

confederation, and the states would be linked together by federal institutions, such as 

the European Union today, or by collective security alliances. Kant viewed the three 

elements of democracy, economic interdependence and international institutions and 

law as a way for states to avoid the security dilemma of the international system as 

envisioned by realists.42  

In the 19th century a stronger focus on free trade emerged with liberal thinkers such 

as Adam Smith and Jeremy Bentham. Their view was that trade would lead to 

interdependence among states, which in turn created more incentives for peace, as there 

would be bigger rewards for states who chose fair cooperation than for states who chose 
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war. These elements of liberalism developed into what is called economic liberalism. The 

20th century gave rise to an increased popularity of liberal ideas, particularly the idea that 

a system of collective security, bound together by law and institutions, would bring about 

a peaceful and just world. Woodrow Wilson formed the League of Nations, which 

demonstrated the liberal emphasis on international institutions for cooperation and 

solving conflicts between states. The Covenant of the League of Nations and the Versailles 

Treaty, both formed around Wilson’s “Fourteen Points”, encompass the core foundation 

of 20th century liberalism. Wilson and other liberal thinkers at this time were often called 

idealists, because of their belief in human rationality and progress. When the League of 

Nations did not manage to stop World War II and the Cold War from taking place, it was 

heavily critiqued by realists who viewed this as proof of liberal naivety.43 No matter 

whether one agrees with that critique or not, there is no denying the fact that the 

international system of today is constructed on liberal foundations and it is unlikely that 

this will change in the near future.  

Although all liberals believe that individuals are key actors, that human nature is good 

and that it is possible to achieve social progress, they still believe that states are the key 

collective actors. However, states are pluralistic, rather than unitary actors, meaning that 

“moral and ethical principles, power relations among domestic and transnational groups, 

and changing international conditions shape states’ interests and policies”.44 A liberal 

understanding of foreign policy encompasses the ideas and values of individuals, such as 

human rights and liberty, political institutions that are democratic and representative, 

and finally the social forces of capitalism and markets.45 Small states’ foreign policies are 

inherently liberal in nature, because membership in international institutions and 

multilateral cooperation is crucial for their survival and prosperity. The level of liberal 

emphases naturally varies, as not all small states have free market economies or free 

elections. However, all in all, liberalism as a theory is crucial for understanding small 

states’ participation in international politics.  
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3.2 Constructivism and Norm Diffusion 

Constructivism was founded in the mid-1980s against the backdrop of the Cold War. 

The foundations of the study of IR began to be questioned and challenged, and 

questions were raised about the dominant IR theories and their failure to predict or at 

first even explain the end of the Cold War.46 Scholars focused on the social construction 

of IR emerged, bringing the social dimension of the field forward and emphasising the 

possibility of change. Some would describe constructivism as an approach rather than a 

theory, because it does not define who the main actors are, nor the main problems in 

IR, as the other mainstream theories do. Moreover, constructivism does not provide 

solutions to any of the specific issues in IR. Instead, constructivism simply describes a 

social ontology, an alternative way to understand the notions of truth and the structure 

of the world.47 How, then is constructivism useful for our purposes here? Constructivism 

is highly useful in understanding identities and perceptions of states in the international 

system, because of its emphasis on ideas and norms in the social world. When analysing 

power and looking at the great powers and the material capabilities they possess, 

constructivists would emphasise the fact that the great powers are only powerful as 

long as other states perceive them as powerful. Everything is socially constructed, and 

power is no exception. Constructivists have highlighted this idea that relations between 

states are a social construction, and whenever something is constructed, an act takes 

place that brings into being something that would not otherwise exist. Fierke provides 

an example of this process:  

A material substance, such as wood, exists in nature, but it can be formed into any 
number of objects, for instance the beam in a house, a rifle, a musical instrument, or 
a totem pole. Although these represent material objects in and of themselves, they 
do not exist in nature but have come about through acts of human creation. Once 
constructed, each of these objects has a particular meaning and use within a 
context.48 

What this means is that these objects are social constructs, and everything about them is 

diffused with values, norms and assumptions, instead of being only products of a single 
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meaning or an individual belief. Their meaning can be different depending on the person 

or context.49 The notion of a social construction by itself means that there are differences 

between contexts, rather than “a single objective reality”.50  

 Within constructivism there are a number of themes to keep in mind. Firstly, the 

purpose of constructivism is to explain and understand change. This is in contrast to the 

mainstream IR theories, such as realism and neoliberalism, whose scholars assume states’ 

similarities across time and space to be able to produce generalisations with their 

theories.51 Secondly, constructivists are focused on the social component of IR, and in 

that regard emphasise the importance of norms and rules. Thirdly, a crucial dimension of 

constructivism is the fact that international relations are not objective. Rather, it is a 

world which we have constructed. Another component is the constructivist view that 

there is a possibility of agency through actors’ interaction with one another. This is in 

direct contrast to neorealists and neoliberals, who emphasise structure instead of agency 

of actors in the system.52 This does not mean that structure is not important to 

constructivists. Rather, as Flockhart explains, constructivists argue that just as structure 

can influence agents, they too can influence structure through their interactions.53 Fierke 

discusses how these “central themes of change, sociality and processes of interaction 

point to the added value of constructivism within a field that has emphasized 

generalization across time, materiality and rational choice”.54  

 For the topic of this thesis, the most important components of constructivism are its 

core element of identity and its focus on norms. Identity is how the actor understands its 

self and its position in the social world, and how that is shaped by its relationship with 

others. Identity shapes actors’ (i.e. states) perception of themselves and of others, 

because an understanding of self is always constituted in relation to an ‘other’. This key 

focus on identity and how it influences actors within the structure, constructivists 

recognise how important the context of the actors is, be it cultural, social, historical or 
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political context. This is because these contextual factors construct the identity to begin 

with and to exclude them from the conceptualisation, and only focus on material factors, 

would give the researcher an insufficient basis for analysis.55 For example, Denmark and 

Sweden are both small states, at least if we use the definition of under 10 million 

inhabitants. In a material interests’ analysis, they would be defined as similar units of 

analysis, because they are both small states. Therefore, it would be assumed that their 

actions are similar. However, this would be an error, as Sweden and Denmark’s identities 

are vastly different. Sweden identifies as a middle power and this identity has had major 

implications for the country’s foreign policy, such as its armed neutrality and a front seat 

in international negotiations. Denmark’s identity is one of a small state, which can be 

seen in its policy of protection through alliances and military cooperation with larger 

states whom it trusts.56 The reason for why identity is so important to constructivist 

thought is the fact that identity determines which norms actors decide to follow, as the 

norms are associated with the identity. By being conscious of the identity of the state in 

question, its actors will know which actions are more suitable than others, and which 

norms to follow. While this may sound rather straight forward, constructivists are aware 

that much will depend on the context. An agent, according to constructivism, will most 

likely try to choose the action that is in accordance with their identity. However, 

constructivists also recognise that the context of the situation also shapes the agent’s 

action, or that some actions may simply take place because of habit.57  

The study of norms is central to constructivist theory. For constructivists, a norm 

means the “collective expectations for the proper behaviour of actors with a given 

identity”.58 Sometimes, norms are like rules that determine the identity of an agent. 

Norms shape the actions of agents and cause others to perceive the actions as being 

performed because of the agent’s identity.59 An international norm comes about through 

ideas of individuals and in the end becomes an institutionalised doctrine, that has “the 
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power to shape the identity/preferences of states”.60 Ideas turn into norms when most 

actors in the international system change their behaviour in accordance with the norm. 

Winston discusses the dual nature of norms and according to her, norms can be both 

stable and flexible. This duality becomes particularly evident in the process of norm 

diffusion. In diffusion processes, states interact with norms, both norms as they are 

(stable norms) or try to change them, either consciously or by accident (flexible norms).61 

A norm becomes diffused when it is adopted by states and international institutions and 

becomes a standard guideline upon which states, and institutions make decisions. 

Research on norm diffusion came about following the end of the Cold War, in order to 

explore how and why some norms were being adopted by a large number of states.62 

Ingebritsen discusses three stages of a norm’s life cycle. First, the norm emerges, either 

by states or other agent who introduce them to other actors in the international arena. 

Second, the norm is accepted or recognised by the other actors. The final stage is when 

the norm is diffused, or as Ingebritsen calls it, norm internalisation63 In order for the first 

stage to take place, the emergence of the norm, states or other actors must act as ‘norm 

entrepreneurs’ (see chapter 2.3.2). For a norm to become completely diffused, it needs 

to reach the stage of being entirely unquestioned, meaning that actors comply with the 

norm automatically, without a second thought. The power of norms is of course this 

complete conformity, even though norms are never legally binding for states, unless they 

become law at some point in time. As Karns, Mingst and Stiles discuss, states often 

comply with international norms, because they value what a reputation for being norm-

abiding brings them, namely soft power (see chapter 2.3.1). Furthermore, they often 

desire reciprocity, meaning that if they follow a certain norm produced by a certain state, 

that same state is more likely to do the same for them.64 For the purposes of this thesis 

on Iceland’s status-seeking, the most important thing to consider, from a constructivist 

                                                        
60 Jonathan Jacob Ring, 2014,“The Diffusion of Norms in the International System”, University of Iowa, p.29. 
61 Carla Winston, 2018, “Norm Structure, Diffusion, and Evolution: A Conceptual Approach,” European 
Journal of International Relations, vol. 24, no. 3, p.642. 
62 Lisbeth Zimmermann, 2016, “Same Same or Different? Norm Diffusion between Resistance, Compliance, 
and Localization in Post-Conflict States,” International Studies Perspectives, vol. 17, no. 1, p.99. 
63 Ingebritsen, 2002, “Norm Entrepreneurs: Scandinavia’s Role in World Politics,” p.12. 
64 Karns, Mingst, and Stiles, International Organizations: The Politics & Processes of Global Governance, 
p.29. 



27 

perspective, is Iceland’s identity and how that has shaped its status-seeking and norm 

production. A further discussion on Iceland’s identity is given in chapter four.  

3.3 Small state theories 

“To small states, the power game is generally not an option”.65 

Defining what constitutes a small state has been rather difficult for the academic 

community, as there is no consensus on which variables should be used to measure the 

size of states, whether it is population size, size of the domestic market, military power 

or GDP. Small state scholars argue that there are other variables to consider, namely 

things such as whether or not the state views itself as a small state and the influence its 

leaders have domestically and abroad. Within IR, the traditional view has been that the 

power of states is derived mostly from material capabilities and measurable factors, the 

most common of which are indeed population size, territory, economy and military. 

States with populations under 30 million inhabitants can be considered small, but usually 

definitions of small states involve populations of less than 10 or 15 million inhabitants.66 

If we use the definition of 10 million inhabitants and less, then the majority of member 

states of the UN are in fact small states, or 110 states out of 193.67 However, today the 

power of states in the international system is considered by most to come from not only 

material factors, but also things such as how a state is perceived by other states. This is 

not to say that material factors are not important. On the contrary, military size and size 

of the economy are without a doubt hugely important in determining how powerful a 

state is. However, other factors need to be considered as well. Thorhallsson developed a 

framework of different size ‘measurements’, that determine the size of states in the 

international system. These are fixed size (population and territory), political size (military 

strength and administrative capabilities, consensus over foreign policy issue and 

domestic unity), sovereignty size (how a state controls its domestic affairs and its borders, 

and how it is recognised), economic size (market size, development and GDP). In addition 

to these determinants, there is also perceptual size, which is how a state is perceived by 
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domestic and international actors, and preference size, which includes the ideas, aims 

and priorities of domestic elites about their capacity and position in the international 

system.68 

Small states are a heterogeneous group, ranging from the most wealthy and 

prosperous to the most vulnerable countries in the world. Due to their differences they 

of course face different challenges. However, “all of them have to compensate for size-

related problems”.69 These problems are of course related to their inherent “smallness”, 

such as their small domestic markets, small public administrations and small foreign 

services.70 Thorhallsson argues that small states can compensate for these structural 

weaknesses that they suffer from within international institutions by turning these 

weaknesses into advantages. For example, small administrations can be an advantage 

because diplomats from small states are more autonomous and flexible than their 

colleagues from larger states. They are more able to build relationships and coalitions and 

can act more quickly.71 None of these arguments are to say that material capabilities are 

not important in terms of influence, but simply that there is more to power than that. 

Small states can exercise soft power and have diplomatic skills and expertise knowledge 

on certain important issues, which Thorhallsson calls issue-specific power. Furthermore, 

small states are in a particularly good position to present themselves in a positive light to 

other states, which gives them a good reputation.72 Within international institutions, 

power is usually ascribed to the wealthiest nations with the greatest military strength. 

Within the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) the veto power of the permanent five 

members gives them a much stronger position to influence decision-making within the 

UN, in comparison to other states, particularly small states. The same applies to the 

European Union (EU), albeit in different ways. Small states, because of their small 

administrative capacity, lack of military capabilities and economic power, face more 

challenges within these institutions. Within UNSC, the structural disadvantage of small 

states is nowhere more apparent than in the permanent membership of the United 
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States, China, Russia, France and the United Kingdom, and their power of the veto. In the 

EU, it is evident in the differences in voting power in the Council of Ministers.73 Panke 

argues that small states do have considerable capacity to punch above their weight within 

international institutions, particularly in multilateral negotiations, and become highly 

influential. She claims that this is most likely to occur if the setting of the negotiations is 

institutionalised and has a majority-based system for decision-making, a ‘one state one 

vote’ system or where decisions are only made unanimously.74 

Some scholars, such as Long, challenge the concept of small states and argue that it 

is not the size researchers should focus on, but rather the relationship between states. 

Furthermore, he states that a shift in focus from the defining and re-defining the 

‘smallness’ and ‘small state’ concepts, to a new relational approach, focusing on 

relationship between states as an analytical category, would be more useful.75 This 

change in focus reveals the asymmetry in relationships and allows the researcher to 

examine the potential of agency of the weaker state. For example, Long describes the 

relationship between the United States and Mexico, with Mexico having a population of 

113 million people and the 11th largest economy in the world. It is thus not logical to call 

Mexico small. However, these states do have a very asymmetrical relationship in terms 

of material capabilities and other variables.76  

It is important to keep these discussions in mind when analysing the case of Iceland, 

particularly its small state characteristics, the disadvantages within international 

institutions and its structural weaknesses, and how these affect its status-seeking efforts 

in the international system.  

3.3.1 Status-seeking  

The study of status within IR has mostly focused on the great powers and their position 

in the hierarchical international system. Less is known about how small states perceive 

and utilise status, although there has been an increase in small states’ status research in 
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recent years. As Neumann and de Carvalho maintain, any interpretation of status within 

the field must focus on the entire phenomenon and what it means as a whole, not only 

status as it is understood in relation to the great powers.77 They also argue that status, or 

the quest for status, is in fact a key driver of small states’ foreign policies and this is even 

more so for small states than for the great powers.  

The reason for this may be that great powers are not as insecure about their 

position in the system, and other states’ perceptions of that position, whereas the status 

hunt is extremely important for small states, that are often affected by status insecurity.78 

In addition, there are some important differences in status between great powers and 

small states. For great powers, status means being a strong and powerful state, whereas 

for small states status is being noticed and perceived as useful by the great powers, their 

peer group, and in international institutions.79  

 There are some variations in definitions of status within the literature. In sociology 

status is considered to be a phenomenon of categorisation “derived from the subjective 

evaluations and judgments that individuals make of one another”, based on common 

values in their society.80 Material determinants, such as wealth are relevant for 

determining an individual’s status, but they are far from being the only determinants. 

Instead, a person’s status is a part of social order and is therefore relational, that is, 

dependent on recognition by others.81 Freedman explains how status does not 

necessarily equal power. A person can have a lot of status but little power, such as retired 

professors or former presidents, and vice versa, for example staff members of key state 

institutions, that can have much power but little status to speak of. Individuals can also 

appear to have more status than they actually do, for example by living the sort of lifestyle 

other people relate to a given status hierarchy or having and displaying what has been 

called ‘positional goods’, for example luxury cars and houses, expensive jewellery et 

cetera. These things are visibly made to signal a person’s rank. This type of status-seeking 
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behaviour is usually a way for lower-status groups to gain access to higher-status 

groups.82 

Within IR, scholars have transferred the concept of status to interstate relations. The 

international system is understood and conceptualised as the social order, in which there 

are implicit status hierarchies. Hedley Bull and other English School thinkers were fond of 

this conception and argued that “great power status did not derive automatically from a 

state’s capabilities, but was rather transferred through recognition”.83 In other words, 

great powers gain their status in the international system not only by having greater 

material capabilities than other states, but from the recognition by other states that they 

are in fact great powers and superior in the hierarchy. 

Status recognition in IR is about the agreements between actors that are trying to 

gain recognition and the actors that already have status and the power to “recognise and 

distribute club goods”.84 Neumann and de Carvalho define status as the “condition of 

filling a place in a social hierarchy. Thus, by definition, status is social, relational and 

malleable”.85  

There are some analytical difficulties when studying status as a concept. Status is 

often mixed with other concepts such as prestige, reputation, glory, et cetera. These 

fluctuate and mix through the literature, and their meanings are different depending on 

the language and other factors.86 Reputation, for example, is used when an actor is known 

for certain characteristics, or behaviours. A state can be known for economic success, a 

certain religion or other traits and that would be its reputation. Reputation can bring a 

state status, but it is not status in itself. Thus, reputation is the means to an end for states, 

the end being higher status, or influence that a higher status can bring. Reputation is 

connected to identity and is constructed in relation to how an actor is perceived by 

others. An actor “has a reputation for something in the eyes of someone else. This 

reputation may be recognized, in the sense that it may inform the actions of others”.87 

For example, Norway has a reputation as a mediator in conflicts around the world and 
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this reputation leads to it being asked regularly for help in negotiating deals. Norway is 

then recognised within the peace and reconciliation sector. Status in Norway’s case 

would be the identity that arises from this process and Norway’s position in the 

hierarchical international system.88 Paul, Larson and Wohlforth define status as:  

collective beliefs about a given state’s ranking on valued attributes (wealth, coercive 
capabilities, culture, demographic position, socio-political organization, and 
diplomatic clout). In international politics, status manifests itself in two distinct but 
related ways: as membership in a defined club of actors, and as relative standing 
within such a club.89 

IR scholars have always considered status to be important. Nevertheless, it is only 

recently that a clear research focus on status has emerged, in particular on the 

mechanisms that explain how status-seeking affects interstate relations.  

In the mid-twentieth century classical realist thinkers were concerned with prestige 

and considered it to be a key driver of interstate relations. However, they viewed prestige 

solely as an indication of a state’s military strength and were not interested in any 

nonmaterial factors that could explain a state’s status or status-seeking.90 There were 

efforts by English School scholars to analyse social hierarchies in the international society, 

but they also lacked an explicit focus on “the interaction between material capabilities 

and incentives and status politics”.91  

The reasons for the lack of efforts to research status in international politics in any 

concrete manner were simply that the IR field was not formed in a way that could sustain 

such type of work. Status-seeking did not match the debates in the 1980s and ‘90s that 

revolved around the wars between neorealism, liberal institutionalism and 

constructivism. North Korea provides an excellent example of how status cannot be 

researched as being only derived from material determinants. North Korea’s acquisition 

of nuclear weapons, that are normally considered to be only for the great powers to 

control, did not provide the state with membership in the great power club or a seat at 

the table within institutions that control peace and security in the world. Rather, North 
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Korea gained the status of a rogue state, although it no doubt received attention and 

influence in negotiations through acquiring its weapons. 92 

The only exception to the lack of status research mentioned earlier are theories that 

build on “the basic proposition that uneven growth in capabilities eventually generates a 

disjuncture between the distribution of power and the hierarchy of prestige that may 

be…closed by a hegemonic war”.93 These theories were crucial for the conceptual and 

empirical development of status research, although they still had too narrow focus that 

only included the great powers. The last decade has seen a shift in status research with 

an outflow of new research on status in international politics, which includes research on 

small states and how they seek status, as well as rising middle powers and their status-

seeking efforts. I shall now explore how status-seeking drives the foreign policies of small 

states. 

 As mentioned earlier, the consensus within the academic community regarding the 

fact that status matters in international politics is almost solely based upon research on 

great powers and war. Only recently has there been a shift in the view that status-seeking 

can also affect the foreign policies of small states, and even be a key driver of their 

international efforts. The reasons for why small states seek status of course vary, as small 

states are a heterogenous group with different aspirations. However, there are some 

similar strategies that scholars have identified.  

 In some cases, small states employ strategies that involve being an exceptionally 

good or moral actor. The origins of this strategy have been traced to one of the founders 

of sociology, Émile Durkheim. He claimed that as long as there are states in the world, 

there will also be pride. However, pride is not necessarily drawn from being the best or 

the richest, but can also come from being a just ruler, having morals and being the most 

organised.94 Wohlforth, de Carvalho, Leira and Neumann have identified three ways in 

which small states seek status by behaving as a moral actor. Firstly, small states may act 

as moral within their group of peers and sometimes in contrast to the great powers’ 
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policies. Among these strategies are European humanism. One important aspect of this 

strategy of competition is that the small state assesses the expected status gains in the 

peer group and believes that these gains will be greater than the loss of status from the 

great powers.95 

 Secondly, small states behave as a moral actor by supporting the maintenance of the 

system. This support in sustaining the hegemonic social order already in place. Thirdly, 

small states can act morally by supporting the great powers. These three strategies can 

sometimes converge, or the small state can deliberately decide to combine them to gain 

status on various fronts. An example of this is when Norway made the decision to support 

the United States in Korea in the 1950s. Norway sent a field hospital to Korea, and thus 

acted morally. However, this act also supported American hegemony and was perceived 

as beneficial for the United States.  

 Another strategy identified by small state scholars involves small states gaining status 

by increasing their involvement in international cooperation, for example through 

mediation efforts. Small states exercise soft power and “punch above their weight”, by 

aiming at and eventually being involved in high-stakes diplomacy, for example mediating 

sensitive conflicts or negotiating arms trade deals. To increase a state’s involvement in 

international cooperation can “enhance a small state’s status relative to its peers by 

demonstrating its relevance and importance in the regional and international system.”96 

The increase in a state’s status occurs because when a state increases its mediation 

activities, it gains a more prominent position among its peer groups and networks. This 

central position among the state’s peer network is what ultimately brings the state more 

influence in the international system as a whole, where the state must depend on groups 

of like-minded states, friend groups and so on, most importantly for voting processes.97  

 Soft power is a term often mentioned in relation to small states’ behaviour in the 

international system and is useful to understand status-seeking behaviour as well. Joseph 

Nye was the first to introduce the concept to the field and since then, it has become 
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popular to describe the type of power that is not associated with material wealth, military 

capabilities and other typical assets of great powers. Rather, it describes a social power, 

the ability to control others, not by possessing things, such as a large population and 

territory, but by influencing others and getting them to want what you want. In Nye’s 

words: 

This second aspect of power – which occurs when one country gets other countries 
to want what it wants – might be called co-optive or soft power in contrast with the 
hard or command power of ordering others to do what it wants.98 

In other words, states can achieve its goals in world politics by behaving in a way that 

makes other states want to imitate or follow it. In Nye’s view, because of changes in the 

international system following the end of the Cold War, globalisation processes and the 

ever increasing interconnectivity of the world, the importance of setting the agenda 

(having agenda power), having decision-making power and structuring situations in world 

politics is far greater than before, which is why small states can have much more influence 

and power in the international system than ever before.99 The nature of international 

politics has, in other words, changed, making these new forms of power more relevant.  

This view is supported by the fact that exercising traditional power, for example 

waging war, has become much more costly today for the great powers than it was before 

the end of the Cold War. Also, international institutions have become much more 

prominent and important today, providing a legal framework and a system of rules that 

limits the exercise of traditional power. States simply must use other means to persuade 

other states to follow their lead.100 “If a state can make its power seem legitimate in the 

eyes of others, it will encounter less resistance to its wishes”.101 Nye’s writings are 

compelling when placed in the context of status-seeking theories, in which acting as a 

moral actor and mediating conflicts are seen as systematic strategies used by states to 

gain support and influence in the international system. 

It is important to prevent any misunderstanding regarding what the goals of small 

states’ status-seeking are. Small states do not engage in status-seeking in an effort to 
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become a great power eventually. Instead, they may wish to gain a status as a good or 

moral power. However, small states, if seeking status at all, generally aspire to gain a 

position just below the great powers (or a single hegemon) or alongside them, but will 

never challenge them for their position in the system.102 Ultimately then, small states are 

only trying to become stronger small states or perhaps middle powers, at least by 

reputation. “The point is that small states hope for some of the great power status to 

trickle down to them by being the good power alongside the mighty”.103  

3.3.2 Norm Entrepreneurship 

Today, it is generally accepted that states do not only strive for material wealth or 

capabilities, territory and hard power, but also desire a good reputation and are 

concerned with identity.104 Extensive literature exists on norms in international politics 

and various IR scholars have researched the importance of norms, particularly when they 

are diffused and become institutionalised. Furthermore, scholars have examined how 

norms “shape or define state interests and identity”105  

As discussed earlier, the study of norms emerged out of the constructivist school of 

thought. Christine Ingebritsen has analysed the Nordic countries’ (Norway, Sweden, 

Finland, Denmark and Iceland) foreign policy ambitions in recent decades, through the 

concept of norm entrepreneurship, to describe how the Nordic countries have 

deliberately created norms in the international system as a way of exercising soft power 

and gaining a good reputation for themselves.  

Naturally, not all norms are powerful in the sense that they are recognised by other 

states. Ambitions by states to produce norms can fail and conflict with pre-existing norms 

within the international community. Ingebritsen argues that for these reasons, scholars 

must be aware of the variations in norms when undertaking research projects on the 

legitimacy of norms, and their importance and strength at the international level.  

                                                        
102 Wohlforth et al., 2018, “Moral Authority and Status in International Relations: Good States and the Social 
Dimension of Status Seeking,” p.9. 
103 Wohlforth et al., p.9. 
104 Ingebritsen, 2002, “Norm Entrepreneurs: Scandinavia’s Role in World Politics”, p.12 
105 Ibid, p.12. 



37 

Norm entrepreneurship is defined as the process in which a state or a group of states 

act as norm entrepreneurs, mobilising support for their norm in the international 

community and persuading other states to comply with the new norm or norms. 

Strategies of norm entrepreneurship do not only involve a behavioural norm at the 

international level, although the international system is always the final destination of 

the norm entrepreneur. Some states act as norm entrepreneurs by emphasising their 

domestic policies and governance, as well as their policies and actions within the 

international community.106 

Very few authors have involved a focus on norms into their status research projects, 

and almost none have done so in a systematic way. Research on norms has in turn not 

included a focus on how norm compliance relates to status, or in other words “the extent 

to which behavioural consistency with norms is rewarded with status by the global 

community of states”.107  In my view, the concepts of norm entrepreneurship and status-

seeking can be understood as referring to the same phenomenon and can overlap to 

some extent. A state can, for example, emphasise its compliance with international law 

in order to seek status from other states, but it can also emphasise it merely to persuade 

other states to do the same, without any status ambitions, but simply to mobilise support 

for the norm of respect for and compliance with international law. The motives behind 

such an act are of course different, depending on the state and case in question.   

Ingebritsen argues that the Nordic countries as a group have become norm 

entrepreneurs through their efforts to advance their views and gain support for certain 

international norms. A key factor is that they have achieved norm entrepreneurship 

through deliberate efforts. The Nordics, according to Ingebritsen, are norm 

entrepreneurs in the field of environmental politics, in which they advocate 

environmental norms that focus on sustainability and protecting the ecosystem, the field 

of conflict resolution, in which they consistently emphasise the peaceful resolution of 

conflicts, and in the field of aid provision, in which they speak for more equality and the 

responsibility of wealthier states to assist the poorer ones. It is important to mention that 
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by claiming that a group of states acts as a norm entrepreneur, does not necessarily mean 

that the norms it advocates are accepted and complied with by all other states or 

international institutions.108  

3.3.3 Nation branding 

It is difficult to discuss norm entrepreneurship without discussing the concept of nation 

branding as well. Branding is, in my view, an essential element of a state’s foreign policy 

if it wishes to become a successful norm entrepreneur. Nation branding is a relatively 

new concept, but one that has gained popularity in recent years. But what is a nation 

brand? There are various definitions of what constitutes a brand. However, the American 

Marketing Association’s (AMA) definition has become the most widely cited one since its 

conception in 1960. The AMA defines a brand as:  

A name, term, sign, symbol, or design, or a combination of them, intended to identify 
the goods or services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from 
those of competitors.109 

Some critics have argued that this definition is too narrow, in the sense that it is too 

product- and company-oriented. According to Wood, a brand can be described in terms 

of its purpose or its characteristics, viewed at from the consumer’s perspective or the 

owner of the brand’s perspective. This rather complicates any attempt to define it in a 

concrete way.110 Anholt argues that branding has three different meanings, depending 

on the context. Firstly, it can describe an identity of a product, the look and logo, 

packaging and communications around it. Secondly, and in fewer cases, it is used to refer 

to the “culture of the organisation” that produces the product. Finally, it can mean the 

way the product’s audience, and by extensions, the organisation’s audience, views them. 

It is the reputation of the product and its makers.111  

Fan argues that a brand is a complex web of meanings, images, events and feelings 

that people associate with it. It can mean different things to different people.112 In the 
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1990s an idea emerged about how governments could utilise branding ideas and transfer 

them from products to nations. In that sense, the nation or state would be considered 

the product or the brand, and the government of the state (or other actors) would be the 

brand owner or organisation behind it.  

According to Anholt, the term nation brand has been distorted in the literature, 

with many scholars simplifying it too much and misinterpreting it as simply meaning 

branding the nation by purchasing the services of a marketing firm. In his view, this 

distortion can be dangerous, as governments may now think the images of their country 

can be controlled by using marketing communications and consulting firms. However, 

Anholt argues there is no evidence suggesting that this is possible.113 Nevertheless, “the 

notion that a country can simply advertise its way into a better reputation has proved to 

be a pernicious and surprisingly resilient one”.114Anholt furthermore argues that there 

are no short cuts for governments wanting to gain a better reputation for their country. 

The only solution, in his view, is to focus on product development and marketing instead 

of branding.  

Only a consistent, coordinated, and unbroken stream of useful, noticeable, world-
class, and above all relevant ideas, products, and policies can, gradually, enhance the 
reputation of the country that produces them.115  

For Anholt, that is nation branding. It is getting your ideas and policies out there to the 

relevant audience, for example international institutions, and doing this consistently.  

Other scholars, such as Peterson, argue that success in branding a state is not any 

easier than success for product branding. He agrees with Anholt regarding the fact that it 

all comes down to the image, not the product or the state itself. “In both arenas, the top 

brands are very competitive”.116 He uses the example of Coca-Cola. It is arguably the most 

valuable brand of all times, but it can never stop protecting the Coca-Cola brand against 

Pepsi. “The difference between them is not in the product but in the image”.117 

Reputation and image are crucial elements of a state’s strategic value and a state must 
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protect its image and fight for its share of the audience if it wants to gain a better image 

and reputation, or in other words, become a successful brand.  

For small states, this can of course be quite difficult, as there simply is not the same 

level of manpower and resources to be in all the right places and moving the state’s ideas 

forward, as there is for larger states. However, as already discussed, this is far from 

impossible, demonstrated by the Nordic welfare image and other Nordic branding 

success stories. Other examples include Qatar’s immense success in its branding 

strategies that very few countries have managed to imitate to the same extent.118  

3.4 Summary 
Together, these different theories and concepts form the theoretical framework of this 

research project. Liberal theory is important to include here as small states’ foreign 

policies are inherently liberal in nature. In addition, the international system that was 

built up after WWII also revolves around liberal values and thus it would be unwise to 

exclude liberal theory from an analysis on states’ relations within that system. 

Constructivism is important for this research project as it includes a clear focus on norms 

and identity, concepts that are crucial for understanding Iceland’s position in the world 

as a small island state, and as a part of the group of Nordic countries. Iceland’s Nordic 

identity is part of Iceland’s self-image and the image it tries to present to the rest of the 

world. By analysing the data using small state theories, it becomes easier to understand 

how Iceland manages to have an influence in the international system as it is today. 

Iceland focuses on prioritising certain issues, having expertise in those issues, and 

portraying itself as a morally good state. These are all elements of small state theories, as 

well as the general common features of all small states that the theories are useful in 

explaining, such as small administrative capacity, short communication channels and so 

on. Iceland’s behaviour at an international level is very much in line with small state 

theories’ predictions, as various scholars have discussed.119 Therefore, it is essential to 

include a small state theoretical lens in this study. Before applying the theoretical 

framework to the case of Iceland, the methodology of the thesis is presented in the next 

chapter.  
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4 Methodology  
In this chapter the thesis’s methodology is presented and its qualitative nature positioned 

within the wider research community. An explanation of case studies as both a research 

design and a method is given, and a summary of how data collection was performed and 

material selected for this research project. In addition, methods used in the data analysis 

process are presented, and the process described in detail. Next, a discussion on validity 

and reliability is presented, and finally, the chapter ends with a short overview of the 

ethical issues and delimitations of the thesis.  

4.1 Qualitative research 

Qualitative research begins with assumptions about phenomena in the social world, a 

worldview, a theoretical lens in some cases and research problems that are concerned 

with the subjective meanings of individuals or groups about social issues.120 Researchers 

doing qualitative research typically choose between five approaches to qualitative 

inquiry, in order to study the problem. These are narrative research, phenomenological 

research, grounded theory, ethnographic research or case studies.  

In Creswell’s view, qualitative research emphasises the process of research as 

“flowing from philosophical assumptions, to worldviews and through a theoretical lens, 

and on to the procedures involved in studying social or human problems.121 This process 

applies to all qualitative research, although different frameworks of procedures apply to 

different methods of inquiry.  

All qualitative research shares several common features. Firstly, it is the natural 

setting that the researcher performs the study in. Whether it is ethnographic research, 

phenomenology or other types of research, the researcher collects data in the field, with 

participants in their natural surroundings, in which they “experience the issue or problem 

under study”.122 Talking to participants directly, observing their behaviour and actions 

within their context is a distinctive characteristic of qualitative research, and it does 

produce more in-depth, contextual data than research where participants are brought 
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into a lab or where standardised instruments are sent out to participants for them to fill 

out. Another common feature of qualitative research is the positioning of the researcher 

as the key instrument of the research.  

Qualitative researchers collect data by either analysing documents, observing or 

interviewing participants, and may use specific protocols for doing so. However, it is 

ultimately the researchers themselves that collect the information and they do not use 

instruments from other researchers in their studies.123 Qualitative researchers also tend 

to use multiple sources of data, such as interviews and documents, and typically analyse 

these inductively rather than deductively, although this depends on the type of research 

and the particular research questions. More common characteristics include a focus on 

the meanings of participants, rather than what the researchers or other scholars have 

said about the problem under study. Also, qualitative research usually takes place 

through an emergent process, meaning that all phases and procedures of the research 

process may change after data collection begins.124  

Finally, qualitative research projects have a theoretical lens guiding the process, and 

they rely on the researcher’s interpretations of their observations. This means that the 

researcher’s own views cannot be separated from their interpretations. However, 

qualitative researchers always “try to develop a complex picture of the problem or issue 

under study. This involves reporting multiple perspectives, identifying the many factors 

involved in a situation […]”.125 

4.2 Research design 

The chosen research design that guides the thesis is a single instrumental case study 

design. The focus of case study research is exploring an issue, or issues, by studying 

it/them through a case, or cases, within a setting or context determined by certain 

parameters. It is a framework that leads the study, a design in qualitative research, and 

also the product of investigation.126 Furthermore, a case study is also a method that uses 

in-depth investigation of a current social phenomenon, using a variety of sources of data. 
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A case study is a relevant choice of design when the investigator seeks to understand real-

life events and presumes that the understanding will involve significant contextual 

conditions relevant for the case.127  

The case in a case study can be a variety of things. Everything from a relationship, 

project, decision-making process or a community, to more tangible things, such as an 

organization, individual or a group, can be defined as a case. The identification of it 

depends on the researcher being able to define it as a bounded system, and describe it 

within certain limits, for example in a certain place and time.128 In this thesis the case is 

Iceland’s foreign service, its activities in Iceland and at bilateral and multilateral posts, in 

the period from 1999 to 2019. 

A case study can either be intrinsic, instrumental or collective. The types of case 

studies to choose from is determined by the size of the case, that is, if it involves one or 

more persons, a group, activity, or something else, and by the aim or intent of the 

analysis. Here, I will only focus on the instrumental case study, as it is the chosen research 

design.  

In an instrumental case study “the researcher focuses on an issue or concern, and 

then selects one bounded case to illustrate the issue”.129 What this means is that the 

intent of instrumental case studies is not only to understand a particular context or 

activity because of its uniqueness, as in intrinsic case study, but rather to understand 

something else, perhaps an issue or concern, and support that understanding by studying 

a case. However, the case is often researched in-depth, both its context and activities, to 

assist the researcher in reaching the purpose of understanding the external phenomenon 

under investigation.130  

In this thesis, the intent will be to explore the concepts of status-seeking, norm 

entrepreneurship and nation branding, and further that understanding by looking at the 

activities of Iceland’s foreign service since 1999. That is why an instrumental case study 
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design is the rational choice for this project. This design is the only one that allows me as 

a researcher the freedom to research the topic exactly the way I want, that is to gain an 

in-depth understanding of a phenomenon and explore it through a case, its context and 

complexity, whilst still following the methodological standards necessary for an MA thesis 

project. 

 One of the main critiques on case studies as a methodology is their lack of 

generalisability, as is often the case with qualitative research projects. However, the goal 

of this study, other case studies and qualitative research in general, is not to generalise. 

Rather, the interest lies in understanding the context and meaning of the case, the 

subjective reality, and developing an in-depth understanding of an issue or concept.131  

 Furthermore, criticism of case studies also includes concern about “lack of rigor”, or 

“sloppiness” of case study researchers. This complaint was developed because often in 

the past case study investigators have lacked evidence of systematic procedures in their 

works. In addition, there have been many examples of findings and conclusions in which 

equivocal evidence and biased views were clearly incorporated in the procedures leading 

the analysis.132  

 Finally, the last common concern about case studies is that they can “potentially take 

too long and that they can result in massive, unreadable documents”.133 However, this is 

not necessarily the way it has to be done, that is, that the process extends through long 

periods of time. Yin argues that this understanding comes from case studies having taken 

a long time in the past, and the inaccurate confusion of case studies with ethnographic 

research and participant observations, which usually entail long periods in the field and 

long narratives. He states that it is absolutely possible to conduct a case study in shorter 

periods of time, precisely because case studies are not necessarily dependent upon 

ethnographic or participant-observer data in order to be valid.134 
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4.3 Data collection and material  

Data was collected through seven in-depth semi-structured interviews, in which an 

interview guide with a list of questions and topics to cover in each session was used. I also 

used a mind map that I constructed to help me stay focused and on topic during the 

interviews. Semi-structured interviews are the best method when the researcher and 

informant only have one chance to meet, which definitely was the case during the short 

period assigned for the research. I also view it as the best method in terms of being 

flexible, yet still consistent. What I mean is that the researcher can be fully in control with 

prepared questions but still not limited if the discussion goes in another direction or the 

interviewees go off topic. The interview guide ensures that the finished product will be 

reliable, comparable qualitative data.135 Furthermore, semi-structured interviewing 

“shows that you are prepared and competent but that you are not trying to exercise 

excessive control”.136  

Since many of my interviewees are high-level officials, or individuals that want and 

need efficient use of their time in their busy schedules, I believe this method works best. 

In terms of the background of interviewees, all are employees of the Icelandic Ministry 

for Foreign Affairs, both in Iceland and also people from Iceland’s embassies and 

permanent missions abroad. I was luckily able to conduct interviewees in the field, 

meaning in the work environment of the interviewees, and in direct contact with them. 

This allowed me to develop trust between us, and to attain more extensive answers than 

from for example Skype interviews. However, one interview did take place via Skype, due 

to uncontrollable circumstances.  

The interviews are the primary source of data. I used a combination of purposive and 

snowball sampling strategies, which means that I chose interviewees for their particular 

knowledge but also anticipated that some other interviewees would be recommended to 

me in the process, which was the case in two instances.137 It seemed I had reached a 

saturation point in interview number five when I heard the same information for the third 
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time. Despite that, I conducted my final two interviews and was surprised in the last 

interview to gain much new information.138 Interviews were conducted in Icelandic and 

quotes herein are thus translated into English.  

Key informants and gatekeepers were not applicable for this research, simply 

because it was not necessary to include such roles in the sample group, due to the 

smallness of Iceland’s public administration. I merely had to send emails to all of the 

interviewees and they themselves replied with a time and place for the interviews. All 

interviews were recorded, after I received consent for doing so, and all interviewees were 

aware of the topic of the research beforehand. Some were even given the interview guide 

before, in order to prepare for the interview. This applied in two instances, at the 

interviewees’ request.  

All interviewees were informed about their full anonymity, and that I would ensure 

that it would not be possible to trace their comments back to them. Initially, I wrote the 

results chapter using pseudonyms for the participants and referencing each interview 

transcript with page numbers. However, after having received feedback from the 

participants about this method, in which some of them wanted more effort on my behalf 

to ensure their anonymity, I removed the pseudonyms and numbers of the transcripts, to 

meet this request. Therefore, in the final version of the thesis I only refer to the 

participants as participants, interviewees, or informants, but never use any names.  

The length of the interviews ranged from approximately 36 minutes to 90 minutes.139 

Most of them were approximately one hour long. I constructed the interview guide using 

the guidelines by Wang and Park. I had mostly open-ended questions, and often added 

follow-up questions during the interviews to explore new issues that were revealed by 

the interviewees.140 I made every effort to ensure a gender balance in the group of 

interviewees, which resulted in three women and four men as interviewees, even though 

I contacted more women than men. 

 Other sources used are reports from the Icelandic government, mostly annual 

reports delivered by the foreign minister to Parliament each year, but also reports 

                                                        
138 Wang and Park, pp. 119-120. 
139 See table 1. 
140 Wang and Park, p.117. 



47 

published by the Ministry for Foreign Affairs on various topics, such as Iceland’s campaign 

for a seat in the UN Security Council, a report on Iceland’s interests for the future, and 

reports on different fields considered vital for Iceland, such as gender equality and ocean 

affairs. The reports are secondary sources of data, meaning that they were collected by 

someone other than the researcher (in this case, the government of Iceland), whereas 

the interview data was collected by me, the researcher first-hand.141   

 I believe combining the interviews and other data together gives me a more holistic 

understanding to be able to answer the research questions. In some cases, it was 

necessary to look to news articles as sources, and in those cases, every effort was made 

to include articles from at least three different media outlets, to minimise any potential 

bias. An overview of the dataset is presented in table 1 and 2.  

 

 

Table 1 – Interviews: Primary source of data 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
141 Ibid, p. 90. 

Interviewees Time (min) Number of Pages 

Interviewee 1 89:16 15 

Interviewee 2 60:21 9 

Interviewee 3 60:00 12 

Interviewee 4 50:55 10 

Interviewee 5 75:06 10 

Interviewee 6 36:39 8 

Interviewee 7 76:56 17 
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Table 2 – Reports: Secondary sources of data 

 

Report Year 
Minister for Foreign 
Affairs 

Number 
of pages 

Yfirlitsskýrsla utanríkisráðherra um 
alþjóðamál. 

1999-2000 Halldór Ásgrímsson 
101 

Skýrsla utanríkisráðherra um alþjóðamál. 2002-2003 Halldór Ásgrímsson 131 

Skýrsla um málefni hafsins 2004 Davíð Oddsson 44 
Skýrsla utanríkisráðherra um utanríkis- og 
alþjóðamál. 

2006-2007 Valgerður Sverrisdóttir 
95 

Mannréttindi í íslenskri utanríkisstefnu. 2007 Valgerður Sverrisdóttir 35 
Skýrsla utanríkisráðherra um utanríkis- og 
alþjóðamál. 

2007-2008 Ingibjörg Sólrún Gísladóttir 
57 

Ímynd Íslands: Styrkur, staða og stefna. 
Skýrsla nefndar forsætisráðherra um 
ímynd Íslands. 

2008 Ingibjörg Sólrún Gísladóttir 
86 

Skýrsla um framboð og kosningabaráttu 
Íslands til sætis í Öryggisráði Sameinuðu 
þjóðanna 2009-2010. 

2009-2010 Össur Skarphéðinsson 
37 

Skýrsla utanríkisráðherra um utanríkis- og 
alþjóðamál. 2010-2011 Össur Skarphéðinsson 

96 
Skýrsla utanríkisráðherra um utanríkis- og 
alþjóðamál. 

2012-2013 Össur Skarphéðinsson 
120 

Skýrsla utanríkisráðherra um utanríkis- og 
alþjóðamál. 

2013-2014 Gunnar Bragi Sveinsson 
100 

Hagsmunir Íslands á norðurslóðum: 
Tækifæri og viðsjár. 

2015 Gunnar Bragi Sveinsson 
49 

Skýrsla utanríkisráðherra um utanríkis- og 
alþjóðamál. 

2016-2017 Guðlaugur Þór Þórðarson 
70 

Utanríkisþjónusta til framtíðar: 
Hagsmunagæsla í síbreytilegum heimi. 2017 Guðlaugur Þór Þórðarson 

99 
Skýrsla utanríkisráðherra um utanríkis- og 
alþjóðamál. 2017-2018 Guðlaugur Þór Þórðarson 

122 
Candidature of Iceland to the Human 
Rights Council, by-election 2018. Voluntary 
pledges and commitments. 

2018 Guðlaugur Þór Þórðarson 
8 
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4.4 Data analysis 

For the data analysis I used qualitative content analysis. It is a directed approach, which means 

a deductive analysis process. I used existing theories presented in the theoretical framework 

chapter to guide the analysis and looked for evidence of these theories in the data. “The goal 

of a directed approach to content analysis is to validate or extend conceptually a theoretical 

framework or theory”.142 The existing theory helps the researcher to produce a coding scheme 

and the key concepts and themes help in identifying the coding categories. This is called 

deductive category application. It is a more structured process than in a conventional/inductive 

approach to content analysis and I believe this suits my research design perfectly.143  

 I began by reading carefully through the transcripts, underlining everything I deemed 

relevant, for example if it reminded me of specific theories or concepts, if the interviewee 

explicitly stated that it was important, or if it was mentioned more than once or by more than 

one interviewee. Next, I read all the transcripts again to get a clearer idea of the results. Then I 

began coding by going through all the transcripts, word by word and compiling a list of codes 

simultaneously. I did my very best to be unbiased and staying close to the data. The list ended 

up having 220 codes in total. This step in the process was the 1st cycle of coding.  

 The next step involved counting how many times each code (word or phrase) was 

mentioned. This was the 2nd cycle of coding. After that I went over the codes to decide which 

were the most important and created categories (themes) by bringing several codes together. 

This I did by using different colours for different categories and then labelling the categories.  

 Finally, I decided which categories are the most important and included those in the 

results. Deciding which were the most important was based on my extensive reading of 

literature in the field, the theoretical framework of the study, and sometimes on instinct or my 

‘feeling’ as the researcher. It is important to mention that although this was a deductive process 

with pre-existing theories as coding guidelines this does not mean that if new information was 

found in the data that this was excluded. The data was in other words allowed to speak for 

itself. There was indeed new information in the transcripts, information I did not expect as the 

researcher, and I ensured that this was included in the results.  

                                                        
142 Hsiu Fang Hsieh and Sarah E. Shannon, 2005, “Three Approaches to Qualitative Content Analysis,” 
Qualitative Health Research, vol. 15, no. 9, p. 1281. 
143 Hsieh and Shannon, p. 1281. 
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4.5 Validity and Reliability 

“Validity in social research is about whether the measure accurately reflects the intended 

concept”.144 For this study, a triangulation of the data was performed to increase validity.145 

This means that different sources of data, interview transcripts and secondary sources of data, 

were analysed and facts were checked to the extent possible, to ensure that what was said and 

written is the truthful description of the events.146 Trustworthy sources were used, journal 

articles, edited books, reports and text by government sources and news articles from a broad 

spectrum of media outlets, in order to ensure that any information used was factual and not 

biased or opinion-based.  

“Reliability is producing consistent, or even the same, results repeatedly over 

time”.147 Before constructing the research questions and interview guide for this study, I 

reviewed other research projects on the concepts I had chosen, particularly research 

projects that involved a focus on Iceland and Iceland’s foreign service. By doing so, I was 

aware of the findings produced by other scholars in the field, which was especially 

important during the interviews and data analysis process. By doing extensive research 

on the topic before beginning my own research, I ensured that my own research 

procedures were systematic and scientific.148 

4.6 Ethical issues and Delimitations 

I only analysed the foreign service’ involvement in international affairs, although the 

concepts of status-seeking and norm entrepreneurship do offer the possibility of looking 

at other actors that seek status for their state. In the case of Iceland, this was evident for 

example before the economic crisis of 2008 in the case of Icelandic bankers’ affairs 

abroad, and Icelandic companies, for example companies in the tourism industry. I also 

had to limit the time period for the case.  

Secondary data was collected only for the period 1999 to 2019, for the simple reason 

that most interviewees agreed that Iceland’s foreign policy focus changed quite a bit 

                                                        
144 Wang and Park, 2016, Student Research and Report Writing: From Topic Selection to the Complete Paper, 
p.32. 
145 Creswell, Qulitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among Five Approaches, p.251. 
146 Creswell, p. 251. 
147 Wang and Park, 2016, p. 32. 
148 Ibid, p. 32. 
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around the year 2000, and it would have been too time consuming to analyse reports 

from a longer period. However, the interviewees’ answers do in some cases involve 

events from further back in time, because some of them have 30 to 40 years of experience 

in the foreign service. There are of course some shortcomings of the chosen method as 

well, such as lack of generalisability, but these have already been discussed in detail in 

the research design subchapter. 

At any point in time any information can turn into sensitive information, for example 

if it falls into the hands of the wrong person, or if events occur that make it sensitive. 

Although the topic of a small state in the Atlantic Ocean trying to seek status for itself 

might not seem sensitive at first, I, as the researcher, am still responsible for taking the 

necessary steps to ensure that the research does not harm anyone involved.149 For this 

reason, I excluded the names of interviewees, to ensure confidentiality and anonymity. 

In addition, I obtained informed consent verbally or via email, and gave the interviewees 

all necessary information regarding the research prior to the interviews.150  

My responsibility lies not only with the research subjects, but also with the academic 

community, meaning that I am responsible for doing my absolute best in achieving and 

maintaining validity in my research. That involves ensuring that the research will be 

systematic, meaning that all steps of the research process will be documented and 

presented in the thesis151  

It is necessary to disclose the fact that I am a previous staff member of the foreign 

service and it is inevitable that it in some way influences my view of the research. Also, 

three of the interviewees I knew beforehand, not on a personal level but as former 

colleagues. However, I took all the necessary steps to minimise the effects of this bias, 

for example not allowing the conversation to go into a personal direction, but simply kept 

the focus on the interview questions and the topic itself. I actually believe that knowing 

some of the interviewees might have helped produce better data, as I could feel that I 

had the trust of these people and that they were willing to share information with me 

that perhaps they would not do with someone they were not already acquainted with. 

                                                        
149 D.F. Chambliss and R. K. Schutt, 2013, Making Sense of the Social World: Methods of Investigation, 4th 
ed., Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, p. 44. 
150 Chambliss and Schutt, 2013, pp. 44-47. 
151 Ibid, pp. 53-54. 
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5 Results 
In this chapter the results of the data analysis are presented. The research questions will be 

answered in the order they are presented in the introduction. First, how Iceland seeks status, 

and second, how the theory of norm entrepreneurship is compatible with Iceland’s foreign 

policy actions and the foreign service’s activities in the period 1999 to 2019.  

5.1 Methods of status-seeking 

The following chapters represent the coding categories or themes of the analysis. The first 

category includes everything related to image development and status-seeking attempts of 

Iceland’s foreign service. The next subchapters involve the specific fields Iceland seeks status 

in, namely human rights and gender equality, fisheries and ocean affairs, renewable energy 

and land restoration. A heavier emphasis is placed on gender equality in the chapter than on 

the other fields, simply because the results of the data indicate that the heaviest emphasis of 

Iceland’s foreign service is indeed on gender equality issues. Iceland has also attempted to 

produce norms in these fields, or in other words attempted to become a norm entrepreneur. 

This will be discussed in each chapter as well.  

5.1.1 Image development and status-seeking – Iceland’s increased involvement in 
international cooperation 

In the period analysed Iceland’s foreign service has made several attempts to seek status 

within international institutions. Since the economic crisis of 2008 in particular, the Icelandic 

government and its institutions have made systematic efforts to improve Iceland’s image and 

brand abroad. 

 All of the participants in the study agreed that there is more emphasis on foreign affairs 

today than before 1999. The period under analysis seems to involve a much more concrete 

focus on the importance of foreign affairs by the Icelandic government, and this was felt by 

the participants through various ways. However, the participants expressed different views 

on whether or not this increased emphasis was due to a conscious decision and systematic 

efforts by the authorities or simply because the authorities had to respond to external factors, 

such as globalisation and the changing structure of society, the faster pace of everything 

because of social media and other factors. One interviewee said that the world has changed 

so much, and globalisation has influenced Iceland just as much as other countries. In her view, 

Icelanders realise now that they are part of a chain, and that the country is an island only in 
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the literal sense. She believes that this societal change began around the year 2000. 

Furthermore, she claims that this growing emphasis on foreign affairs is simply due to the fact 

that Icelandic authorities realise that everything they have is dependent upon relations with 

other states, and trade with other states.152 Another interviewee claimed that there is without 

a doubt more focus on foreign affairs, and that this is both because there are systematic 

efforts by the authorities to increase involvement in foreign affairs, but also due to the fact 

that there are more actors in the international system, such as new states for example. In her 

view, Iceland must respond to this new world structure by increasing its presence.153 

 Iceland has steadily increased its involvement in international cooperation in the analysed 

period. Within the United Nations, there has been an unprecedented level of involvement 

from Iceland in terms of positions of influence, such as chairing councils and committees, and 

achieving member status or campaigning for one within the UN’s bodies. In addition, there 

has been an increase in government expenditures on foreign affairs, in the government 

budget in the analysed period.154 The Icelandic government has, since 1999, steadily increased 

its budget for foreign affairs, with some exceptions. In 2000, the amount for foreign affairs 

was only 3.8 billion ISK. In 2003, it went up to 5.3 billion ISK, and in 2006, it was 7.5 billion.155 

From 2008 to 2010 it went from approximately 9 billion ISK to approximately 12 billion ISK, 

but in the years after that (2011 and 2012) decreased substantially, down to little under 10 

billion ISK, presumably because of budget costs following the economic crisis of 2008.156 

Interestingly, in 2015 the amount had increased again up to approximately 12 billion ISK, and 

in 2018 the amount had increased even more to no less than approximately 15 billion ISK.157 

In the period 2006 to 2015 the amount allocated to particular international organisations, 

such as the UN, Council of Europe and NATO more than doubled.158 In 2006 the amount was 

in total 1,4 billion ISK but in 2015 it was a little over 3 billion ISK.159 To sum up, in the analysed 

period, public spending for foreign affairs has more than tripled, reflecting the increased 

                                                        
152 Interview Transcript. 
153 Interview Transcript. 
154 Sources outside the dataset are used here. 
155 Alþingi Fjárlög 2000, 2003 and 2006. See reference list.  
156 Alþingi Fjárlög 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011 and 2012. See reference list. 
157 Alþingi Fjárlög 2015 and 2018. See reference list.  
158 Detailed numbers for specific institutions not available after 2015. 
159 Alþingi Fjárlög 2006, pp. 61-62, and Alþingi Fjárlög 2015, pp. 57-58. 
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importance of foreign affairs in the government’s policies, and the prioritisation of multilateral 

cooperation. 

 From 2005 to 2008 Iceland had a seat in the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) 

and its permanent representative was one of the Council’s four vice presidents. According to 

the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, an active ECOSOC participation and a seat on the Council is an 

important prerequisite for small states to have a chance to run for a seat in the Security 

Council (UNSC).160 That is exactly what Iceland did. In 2008, Iceland ran in the elections to the 

UNSC for the period 2009-2010. The decision to run for a seat on the Council was taken a 

decade earlier, in 1998. The campaign, from 2003-2008, was run by five different foreign 

ministers, and the officials interviewed claimed that it had a major effect on the efficacy of 

the campaign who was in charge at each given time. For example, the campaign began when 

Halldór Ásgrímsson, who attended the General Assembly in New York in 2003, had many 

meetings with other foreign ministers to gain support for the campaign, and also rallied 

domestic support within parliament.  

 From 2004-2005, however, then foreign minister Davíð Oddsson was not supportive 

towards the campaign and consequently there was a lack of political leadership and funding 

necessary for the campaign to run smoothly. In addition, the minister’s doubts became known 

in other countries, through his speeches at parliament and media interviews. According to the 

ministry, this lack of domestic support in 2004-2005 led to the campaign suffering 

immensely.161  One interviewee claimed that at this time, the foreign service staff felt as if 

they were being held hostage, because they could not do anything campaign related. In his 

words, Oddsson essentially “put the campaign on ice”.162  

 In 2006, the necessary political backing for the campaign was renewed by then foreign 

minister Geir. H. Haarde. However, funding was still lacking, and it was not until Valgerður 

Sverrisdóttir became foreign minister in June the same year, that the campaign was 

strengthened further. The foreign minister attended the General Assembly in the fall of 2006 

                                                        
160 Utanríkisráðuneytið, 2009, “Skýrsla um framboð Íslands og kosningabaráttu til sætis í Öryggisráði Sameinuðu 
þjóðanna”, p. 14. 
161 Utanríkisráðuneytið, 2009, p. 11. 
162 Interview Transcript. 
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and had an unprecedented number of bilateral meetings to try and secure support for the 

campaign.  

 In 2007 foreign service employees increased their efforts for the campaign under the 

leadership of the new foreign minister Ingibjörg Sólrún Gísladóttir. She decided that however 

the elections would end, the campaign should be utilised as a way to present Iceland in a 

positive light internationally.163 Even with the lack of political support in 2004-2005 the 

campaign was still a clear priority in the ministry in the period 2000-2008. Many of the 

participants claimed that during this period Iceland’s focus on certain issue areas became 

clearer, such as the emphasis on gender equality.  

 Iceland’s campaign focus was mostly on the country’s role in shaping the Law of the Sea, 

its position as an island state with a “strong commitment to the sustainable use of natural 

resources and clean, renewable energy”, and its history of foreign rule and poverty.164 The 

Nordic label was also clearly utilised in the campaign, and the campaign support of the Nordic 

group was emphasised.165  

 Iceland’s status as a small state was also highlighted and framed as a reason for why 

Iceland would be well equipped to understand the special issues and concerns of smaller 

states.166 The UNSC campaign served as a stepping stone towards greater status with many 

other states and the African Union. Because of the campaign, Iceland received official 

membership as a Non-African State Member to the African Union in 2007, which is the single 

most important platform for dialogue between African States. In addition, many bilateral 

relations with several African states were formed that year, such as with Liberia in relation to 

the fight for gender equality.167  

 Because small island states were thought to hold the decisive votes, considerable efforts 

were made in 2008 to strengthen relations with them. Iceland’s focus and interests were 

aligned with those of the small island states, and there was a mutual understanding of the 

importance of sustainable use of resources and the climate threat, particularly for small 

developing island nations. In March 2008, the Island Growth Initiative (IGI) was launched in 

                                                        
163 Utanríkisráðuneytið, 2009, p. 12. 
164 Ibid, p. 14. 
165 Ibid. 
166 Ibid.  
167 Ibid, p. 16. 
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Barbados with the goal to increase development cooperation between Iceland and the island 

states. The Small Island Fund was created to fund projects for the next three years. Iceland 

organised several conferences as a result of this initiative, on the role and influence of small 

states in the 21st century.168  

 Many participants mentioned the possibility of Iceland becoming a role model or a type 

of ‘big brother’ for small island states, particularly developing island states. This was discussed 

mostly in relation to Iceland’s leadership role in fisheries and the Law of the Sea, but also in a 

general sense. One interviewee said that he would not be surprised if small island states are 

looking to learn from Iceland in regard to fisheries and how to build up their own industries. 

He also stated that Iceland is a responsible state with a level of maturity in the international 

system, despite the fact that it is much smaller than most of the states it deals with. In that 

way, it is a role model for other small states. Another interviewee said that Iceland is among 

the group of small states that has shown other small states that participating in multilateral 

cooperation is important and crucial for survival and prosperity, as well as showing them that 

small states can make a difference and have an influence within international institutions.169  

 Iceland’s campaign for a UNSC seat is probably the best example of Iceland’s wish to have 

a stronger influence in international institutions. During the last two years of the campaign, 

the foreign service published promotional material to strengthen Iceland’s image in support 

of the campaign. In these articles, pamphlets and other material, Iceland’s focus on gender 

equality, fisheries, renewable energy and its position as a small state were emphasised.170 

Iceland did not win the UNSC elections in 2008, and the reasons for that are discussed in the 

campaign report and by the participants.  

 Firstly, in the end of September then foreign minister fell ill and had to undergo a surgery 

in New York, followed by recovery for the duration of the campaign and after the elections. 

The president also fell ill and could therefore not attend several important meetings and 

receptions with important groups of states. However, none of this had even close to the same 

effect as the news that came in the beginning of October. The Icelandic banking system 

                                                        
168 Ibid, p. 17. 
169 Interview Transcript.  
170 Utanríkisráðuneytið, 2009, pp. 24-25. 



57 

collapsed, and Iceland was in a state of economic crisis. The media frenzy spread like wildfire, 

according to the report, and damaged the campaign and Iceland’s reputation immensely.171  

 One interviewee stated that the news of the crisis caused an irreparable damage to the 

campaign and everyone in the permanent mission and foreign service knew from that point 

on that it was a lost cause. He described how the atmosphere was completely different and 

how he had walked into the General Assembly hall and people that normally would have 

walked over to him for a chat kept on the side of the hall. He said that nobody mentioned 

anything directly to him, but the atmosphere was tense and, in his words, “you could just 

clearly feel it. You just knew that the votes were gone”.172   

 The economic crisis not only had a negative impact on Iceland’s UNSC campaign but on 

the country’s image in general. The image of Iceland as an honest broker, a trustworthy and 

responsible state in international relations, was damaged, at least to some extent and for 

some time, according to the interviewees. In the report Iceland’s Image (ísl. Ímynd Íslands: 

Styrkur, staða og stefna), published by a committee overseen by the Prime Minister’s Office, 

the country’s image and how it can be improved and communicated better to the outside 

world is presented. The report was published in March 2008, and so it is clear that Icelandic 

authorities were preparing to strengthen the country’s image before the economic crisis 

occurred.  

 In the report, it is stated that Icelandic authorities had not, up until then, spent any 

resources on building up Iceland’s image or on branding the nation. It is suggested that in 

order to develop a strong and valuable brand for Iceland, it is necessary to “improve 

organisation and coordination, define responsibility and increase funding for this field 

considerably”.173 Furthermore, the importance of ensuring that Iceland continues to be ‘best 

in the world’ (ísl. best í heimi) is discussed, that is, a welfare state that offers its citizens the 

best possible quality of life.174  

 Although the economic crisis damaged Iceland’s reputation considerably it also had some 

positive outcomes, according to the participants. First of all, the crisis forced the Icelandic 

                                                        
171 Ibid, pp. 30-31. 
172 Interview Transcript. 
173 Forsætisráðuneytið, 2008, “Ímynd Íslands: Styrkur, staða og stefna," p. 6. 
174 Forsætisráðuneytið, 2008, p. 4. 
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governments to take action in building up a stronger image of Iceland abroad. As one 

interviewee discussed: 

the economic crisis put us, as a nation, in a bad place. We were vulnerable and felt inferior, 
but in many ways that challenge led to us working harder and more systematically on 
projects relating to image and reputation. One positive result wasto establish Íslandsstofa 
(e. Promote Iceland) […] in 2010, with the export council, investment office and 
promotion of Iceland as a tourist destination all under one roof. This was the start of a 
more systematic promotional and public diplomacy work in Iceland.175 

She also discussed how much difference it made for Iceland’s image how both the Icelandic 

government and society dealt with the crisis. The reputation Iceland as a country that sent its 

bankers to prison improved. This became a part of a positive image of Iceland as a country 

that faces challenges head on and transforms hardship into something positive. She further 

mentioned that the world became interested in the methods used in Iceland, how the crisis 

had forced Icelanders to look inwards and admit that not only the international financial 

system was to blame, but also that much of the problems were ‘home-made’ faults of the 

Icelandic social, economic and political system.176  

 Since 2008, there have been many factors influencing the success of Iceland’s image 

promotion. For example, as a participant discussed, the importance of culture has greatly 

increased, and it seems that there has been a cultural expansion in Iceland since the crisis. In 

her words: 

The economic crisis led to interesting developments in Iceland‘s cultural life. Even with 
considerable financial constraints, new interesting domestic and international cultural 
projects and festivals were started at this point in time. The government‘s decision to help 
finishing the construction of Harpa, the new exclusive concert and conference house in 
Reykjavík, without having the resources to do it, became a well-known story 
internationally. Also, the story of Iceland‘s decision not to bail out of its ‘Guest of Honour’ 
role at the respected international Frankfurt Book fair in Germany was another story. 
Iceland, the underdog, brought over 230 new titles to the German market, which was a 
record in the fair’s history. Thousands of positive news items were published in Germany 
and internationally, telling the story of economic crisis resulting in culture and creative 
industries booming in Iceland. This again helped Icelanders regain some of their self-
respect.177  

According to her, there was a lack of coordination between different promotional centres in 

areas of literature, design, music, film, visual arts and performing arts in the years leading up 

                                                        
175 Interview Transcript. 
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to the economic crisis. In 2010, the Foreign Ministry brought the directors together and 

started the process of more cooperation between them. This also resulted in a new project 

mapping the economic value of culture and creative industries in Iceland’s economy. It also 

resulted in more coordination between the centres for arts and Iceland’s embassies in 

supporting in a more structured and professional promotion of Icelandic arts and culture 

internationally.178 In addition, big cultural events, such as the Reykjavík International Film 

Festival (RIFF), Design March (ísl. Hönnunarmars) were launched and became a success and 

suddenly Iceland was in the media spotlight for cultural events to a much greater extent than 

before the crisis.  

 One participant’s view is that this type of innovation was sprung out of the necessity that 

came about after the crisis. The Icelandic government was approached by one of the largest 

branding companies in the world, IDEO. They were interested in working for Iceland on 

building a nation brand as a way to move forward from the image caused by the banking crash. 

It was meant to be a systematic campaign for Icelandic image development. In the end, the 

government, although they were very interested in this project, did not have the budget to go 

ahead with it, according to the participant.179  

 Most of the participants discussed trade as one of Iceland’s key foreign policy focus in the 

analysed period, particularly under the leadership of current foreign minister, Guðlaugur Þór 

Þórðarson. In recent years Iceland has worked to increase trade relations, and support 

domestic industries, for example by marketing the country in unexplored markets in Asia and 

Africa. Iceland was the first European country to sign a free trade agreement with China, and 

since it took force in 2014, trade between the countries has increased considerably.180  

 A clear example of the systematised nature of this expansion is the increase in the number 

of people working on trade within the foreign service. One interviewee stated that since 1997, 

export promotion has gradually become a more important part of the Foreign Ministry’s and 

embassies’ work. “There has been a considerable increase in business services provided by 

the embassies and today we have 12 trade representatives providing exclusive business 
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services in 11 embassies around the world.”181 The interviewee also discussed the important 

role which Promote Iceland (ísl. Íslandsstofa) has played in this respect in leading successful 

promotional campaigns such as Inspired by Iceland which went viral on social media.  

 The Foreign Ministry and embassies have worked closely with Promote Iceland since its 

establishment in 2010. Since last September, with some structural and leadership changes in 

the organisation of Promote Iceland, the cooperation is getting even close and more effective 

than before. In addition, she discussed how the Ministry’s more strategic emphasis on cultural 

and trade diplomacy work of the embassies, has led to more effective promotion of Iceland’s 

image internationally. The promotion covers all areas, such as food, nature, seafood 

management, gender equality and other areas of competitive nature.182 The Icelandic 

permanent mission in New York often uses a place called Scandinavia House for this purpose, 

and all culture related events.  

 Another participant also discussed the increased number of presentations in embassies 

abroad. He described the promotion of Iceland in the USA in the following way:  

We basically use every opportunity we get. Bilaterally in America, we have Scandinavia 
House in New York for all things cultural. The president comes when there are industry 
and trade presentations at Scandinavia House. It is utilised very systematically. Then, the 
embassies are of course also used for this type of presentations.183 

This increased emphasis on Iceland’s image, promotional work and business is clear from the 

Foreign Ministry reports analysed. There is a clear difference both in the language used and in 

the number of pages and words used for this issue area from reports before the economic 

crash and after. It is clear that that there was a complete overhaul of this field after the crash, 

both within the foreign service, but also in other ministries and industry. However, the 

economic crisis does not seem to be the reason for this shift in focus, evident from the fact 

that here were already plans to increase the image focus already in 2007, when the prime 

minister formed the committee on image development mentioned earlier. The crash did 

however emphasise the need to improve Iceland’s reputation abroad, and of course to 

increase exports and spark economic growth in Iceland.184  
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 In a report from 2008, the Foreign Ministry is said to play a key role in developing and 

promoting Iceland’s image abroad. The prime minister’s committee’s suggestions are 

welcomed and the Foreign Ministry pledges to incorporate them into its work.185 In another 

report, from 2011, a clearer emphasis on trade and image development is evident. By then, 

Iceland had participated in a world’s fair in Shanghai (EXPO) in 2010, with the objective of 

promoting the country, seek trade opportunities for Icelandic companies in the Chinese 

market, and to communicate Iceland’s experience in renewable energy to a wider audience. 

In the EXPO period, over two million guests visited Iceland’s exhibition building. The report 

also describes the successful work of then newly launched Íslandsstofa.186  

 Most of the participants in the thesis described the eruption of the volcano Eyjafjallajökull 

in 2010 as transformative for Iceland’s reputation. The project Inspired by Iceland came about 

shortly after the eruption, after the authorities had decided to use the momentum the 

eruption brought about for Iceland. Following that, a new project, Iceland all year round (ísl. 

Ísland allt árið) was launched and was very successful.187 Throughout the analysed period, a 

marketing campaign called Iceland Naturally has been ongoing, ever since 1999, with success.  

 All of these projects, along with other factors, have led to an unprecedented boom in the 

Icelandic tourism industry, with tourism now being the largest industry, pushing fisheries 

down from the top of the list. Some of the participants mentioned Iceland’s free trade 

agreement with China as part of this expansion of Iceland’s image in unexplored markets. 

Iceland was the first European country to sign a free trade agreement with China in 2014 and 

has subsequently increased relations with the country politically as well, with much more 

frequent visits from both Icelandic and Chinese officials annually and more bilateral 

meetings.188  

 All of the participants mentioned the interest of China in Iceland, particularly in relation 

to sailing routes in the Arctic. In addition, developing countries were mentioned by some of 

the participants in relation to Iceland’s trade expansion, that is, the link between development 
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cooperation and trade. One participant, for example, spoke about an administrative decision 

in the beginning of 2016 to move the Icelandic International Development Agency into the 

Ministry for Foreign Affairs, with the aim of better coordinating development cooperation and 

creating a more dynamic team to oversee all development cooperation that Iceland 

participates in.189 He claimed that people began wondering why bilateral development 

cooperation was not in line with Iceland’s other foreign policy objectives, such as trade. 190 He 

further stated that people simply started thinking that it would be much more suited to 

Iceland’s interests to increase relations with developing countries, both politically and through 

trade, rather than simply donating funds to these countries. In that way, both parties would 

benefit from the development cooperation.  

Once it was always called aid or assistance, but today everyone calls it cooperation or 
collaboration, even the bilateral field. What else is cooperation other than having these 
states reach the same level of development so that they are increasing their economic 
growth, bringing people out of poverty by doing business with us at the same time.191 

This decision, to move all development cooperation under the auspices of the ministry, was 

part of a larger discussion by the government to align it with its foreign and trade policy in 

general, according to the participant.  

 It is difficult to describe how much Iceland has gained from being included under the 

umbrella of the so-called Nordic countries at the international level. Within international 

institutions, the other Nordic countries are Iceland’s most important allies and the Nordics 

often form coalitions together with each other and other like-minded states. The Nordic 

model has an incredibly positive image within international institutions, particularly within the 

United Nations bodies.192 Being labelled ‘Nordic’ is therefore very valuable, not least for a 

small state like Iceland.  

 All of the participants claimed that the Nordic label has immense respect, and that the 

Nordic countries are considered role models in many regards, such as in sustainable 

development, equality, mediating conflicts and other areas. One interviewee described it as 
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unimaginable for Iceland to not be a part of the Nordics, emphasising how crucial Nordic 

cooperation is for the country.193 Another participant described the respect that the Nordics 

as a group have internationally. “The Nordics as a group have much respect and we have often 

gained from being a part of that group. It helps to be one of them.”194 He further said that 

Iceland’s reputation of having created a society based on equality and welfare is not least 

thanks to the connotation people from other states have with those concepts from the other 

Nordic societies.  

 In all but two of the reports analysed, Nordic cooperation is cited as a cornerstone of 

Iceland’s foreign policy. In 2009, then foreign minister Össur Skarphéðinsson accepted the so-

called Stoltenberg report, which outlines an agenda for the next 10 to 15 years of closer Nordic 

cooperation. Amongst the ideas presented in the report is increased security cooperation, 

particularly in the Arctic.  

 Since 2009, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs has been working to implement the 

Stoltenberg guidelines, and has amongst other things, published an action plan which lays out 

systematic steps for that purpose. The work based on Stoltenberg’s suggestions has also been 

the main theme of many of the common meetings of Nordic foreign ministers since 2009, and 

in 2011, the Nordic states issued a statement in which they commit to assist each other in the 

case of natural disasters or conflict. In addition, several common Nordic projects have been 

undertaken by the Nordics in recent years, for example projects on embassy management, 

airspace surveillance, and defence against cyber-attacks.195  

 In 2018, Iceland hosted, alongside Norway, the largest military exercise in the history of 

NATO, Trident Juncture. Iceland has also increased its involvement in the Nordic Defence 

Cooperation (NORDEFCO) in the period analysed, and currently holds the chairmanship of the 

Nordic Council of Ministers. In a report from 2017, it is stated that there is a growing interest 

in the world of all things Nordic, and in the methods used by the Nordic states to solve societal 

issues. Because of this, Nordic cooperation has become even more important than before.  
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 In 2016, work commenced on systematically increasing the marketing and branding of the 

Nordics abroad, particularly for Asian markets. The goal of this work is to “increase the 

competitiveness of the countries in a globalised world”.196 In the newest report analysed, 

presented by current foreign minister Þórðarson to parliament in 2018, an even clearer focus 

on Nordic cooperation is evident, possibly because of Iceland’s chairmanship in the Nordic 

Council of Ministers.197 The following statement is made in relation to Nordic cooperation:  

There is considerable strength and energy in Nordic cooperation today. This is, amongst 
other things, due to the common goal of the Nordic prime ministers that the Nordics will 
become the most connected region in the world, with a special emphasis on digital 
technology, mobility between countries, and common branding. At an international level 
there is an increased interest in the strengths of the Nordic countries, for example in fields 
such as innovation, climate solutions, gender equality and welfare issues. There are great 
opportunities for the Nordic industries connected to this interest.198 

One participant claimed that for the past 10 years, Iceland has slowly been more and more 

included under the Nordic umbrella, in the minds of other states. In her words: 

In the past 15 years we have, slowly but steadily, cooperated more closely with the other 
Nordic countries in areas of cultural and public diplomacy promotion. The image of ‘the 
Nordic’ has become stronger than the image of the ‘Scandinavian countries’, but Iceland 
has not really considered itself to belong to the latter category. It is positive for Iceland to 
have become better known and recognised as being a part of the Nordic countries.199 

She also discussed the value of this common Nordic brand, especially in regard to trade and 

new areas such as innovation and high tech. New projects have started especially in Asian and 

North American markets, which Iceland participates in, such as Nordic Sustainable Cities, 

Nordic Welfare Solutions, and the four Nordic Innovation Houses. The embassies, both 

ambassadors and business representatives, are actively working on all of these projects, with 

the aim of creating better possibilities for Icelandic companies for networking and promotion 

of their innovative and high-tech solutions around the world.200 The participant also discussed 

a branding project called The Nordics, Traces of the North, by the Nordic Council of Ministers, 

as an example of this common Nordic brand.201  
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That project is more about how the Nordics are doing something good in the world. The 
Nordics stand for something good. Democracy, equality and human rights. […] This is very 
useful for us when giving presentations abroad, then we can use this project a lot.202 

The positive image of the Nordic label is, however, not without exceptions. According to one 

participant, Iceland is of course the ‘little one’ in Nordic cooperation, although it has gained a 

lot more confidence in the last 20 years. She claims that the reasons for this increased 

confidence are that Iceland has gained much more credibility in certain areas and has earned 

that credibility because of major developments at a domestic level. The other Nordics ask 

what Iceland, the little rocker, as she calls it, is doing in these areas. Some participants 

discussed how there has been a type of tiredness or fatigue towards the Nordics within the 

UN. One interviewee described this:  

There can be a certain tiredness towards a group of states like us. Some other states 
believe that we are a bit egotistic or patronising […] eh, it is perhaps just something that 
you experience through informal communication, certain nuances in meetings and so on. 
That the Nordics act a bit holy and speak endlessly about human rights and women’s rights 
in meetings, and certain states that are not nearly in the same place as the Nordics in 
regard to the status of human rights in their countries are becoming tired of listening to 
them preach about how things should be. Acting like some moral crusaders and displaying 
a level of arrogance. […] You felt it at times that perhaps the Nordics were not clearly 
talking down to people but still, yeah.203  

Another interviewee discussed how the other Nordic countries, although they cooperate 

closely with Iceland in practically all areas, they do not always think of Iceland as being fully 

‘one of them’, meaning that Iceland sometimes speaks about issues without having credibility 

or the necessary experience to do so, in their view. She described how she believes the other 

Nordic countries’ citizens view Icelanders: “I think the image is sort of that we are arrogant, 

superior and that there is not always credit behind what we pretend and want to be. This was 

crystallised after the crash.”204 She went on to say that many view Icelanders’ behaviour as 

disrespectful of the reputation that the Nordics have worked hard for. To be modest, social 

democrats, thinking about the interests of the many, not the few, and being presentable. 

When Icelanders went gallivanting, leaving the soil scorched, buying and buying, more and 

more, and bragging about it. This, in her view, was seen by the Nordics as barbaric.  

They thought we were barbarians. Barbarians of the North. Norwegians, many of my 
colleagues there, have reminded me that us Icelanders stay close to the elements that led 
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to us fleeing here in the first place. The fact that we would not be ruled, that we are 
goons.205 

The extent of this image of Icelanders among the Nordic countries has not been researched 

and although this may be the view of some, all of the interviewees agreed that the Nordic 

label and image have been key factors in Iceland’s success on various fronts. Also, they all 

stated that it was a fact that Iceland has gained immensely from being included in the group 

of Nordic countries, and that Iceland utilises the Nordic label in a systematic way to gain 

attention and support within international institutions.  

 One participant was particularly clear about her view that in the context of multilateral 

cooperation, Iceland utilises the Nordic label to a large extent and consciously votes in the 

same way as the other Nordics, of course as long as the votes correlate with Iceland’s interests. 

Iceland also seeks the support of the Nordics in various ways and gives its support in return. 

She named some examples of Nordic cooperation within international institutions, such as 

Iceland leading Nordic collaboration within the World Bank, and the support of the Nordic 

countries towards Iceland’s upcoming UNESCO campaign in 2021.206 

 According to most of the participants, the United Nations University programs (UNU) 

operated in Iceland, represent both the foreign policy and image of the country. Furthermore, 

each field of the universities, namely fisheries, geothermal energy, gender equality and land 

restoration, represent the fields in which Iceland seeks to communicate its experience to other 

states within the international system. Two interviewees mentioned that the UNU training 

programmes completely reflect Iceland’s focus and emphases in foreign affairs. All foreign 

service employees are aware of this focus and try to incorporate it into their daily work, 

whether they work in these fields or not.207 For example, gender equality issues and Iceland’s 

points of views in that field are brought up by foreign service staff in almost all other fields, 

when discussing arms trade or soil reclamation, or simply whenever an opportunity arises.  

 One interviewee discussed how image is always present in the work of foreign service 

officials. They use every opportunity to present Iceland in a positive light, and that is of course, 

among other things, the nature of diplomacy, to present oneself positively and create a 
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positive image of your country at an international level. Another interviewee agreed that the 

UN university training programmes reflect Iceland’s policy.  

For Iceland being what it is, a small state without much military or economic power, it is 
clear that the only way to ensure its position in the international system is to participate 
actively in multilateral cooperation, with a specific emphasis on the state’s core foreign 
policy principles, respect for international law, the peaceful resolution of conflicts, 
sustainable use of resources, which is a clear national interest for Iceland, and free trade. 
These are the main principles of Iceland’s participation in international politics and if you 
dig deeper into each of these, Iceland has had a consistently strong focus on gender 
equality, ocean affairs, land degradation and restoration, and in the field of renewable 
energy, in particular on geothermal energy. These are all reflected in the UNU training 
programmes operated in Iceland.208 

As he views it, the Icelandic foreign service has been quite good at prioritising issues in the 

analysed period, both because of necessity, but also as a strategic move. Most of the 

participants agreed that within international institutions, as well as in bilateral relations, 

Icelandic solutions are generally respected, and interest in suggestions from Icelandic officials 

working within international institutions, particularly when it comes to these issue areas 

already discussed. Also, Iceland has the advantage of not having any ‘historic baggage’, as 

another interviewee phrased it. The fact that Iceland was not a coloniser, but rather a colony, 

a poor country up until the Second World War. This history has, in his view, benefitted 

Iceland’s reputation in many ways.209  

 However, it is important to mention that more than half of the participants discussed the 

importance of not exaggerating too much and not being blind to the fact that Iceland is a 

country of 300.000 people. Despite the fact that many participants discussed Iceland’s 

reputation for ‘punching above its weight’, and being ‘more stubborn than the devil’, it does 

not change the fact that the country will never become a great power, or anything even close 

to that, and is not trying to do so. However, this is not to say that Iceland is not trying to seek 

status internationally, possibly to take on more of a leadership among its peer group or within 

international institutions, but simply that we must not forget the facts when exploring 

Iceland’s status-seeking, namely that the country is economically weak, does not have an 

army, and is a small state in all other regards.  
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5.2 Norm entrepreneurship and status-seeking 

The following three subchapters outline Iceland’s role in four fields, which were the most 

prominent both in the reports analysed and from the answers of the participants. These are 

human rights and gender equality, fisheries and ocean affairs, renewable energy and land 

restoration. These fields were, for example, Iceland’s main focus in the negotiations on the 

Sustainable Development Goals, and at various other platforms. Specific status-seeking 

attempts of Iceland within these fields are discussed, as well as examples of possible norm 

entrepreneurship. It is worth mentioning here that the fields of land restoration and 

renewable energy were not as prominent as status-seeking fields as the other two fields, in 

the answers of the participants. Although Iceland has without a doubt taken on a leadership 

role in these areas, it has not been as strong and systematic as for example in the field of 

gender equality or in the shaping of the Law of the Sea. This will be discussed further in the 

discussions chapter. 

5.2.1 Human rights and gender equality 

Iceland has shown much leadership within the human rights field in the analysed period. All 

of the participants claimed that human rights are a crucial element in the country’s foreign 

policy, and one of the core values on which all of their work is based upon.210 Iceland has had 

quite a few positions of influence within the human rights field in international institutions. In 

2007, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs published a white paper on human rights in Iceland’s 

foreign policy.211 The report outlines Iceland’s policy on human rights, for example respect for 

the rights of LGBTI people, children’s rights and women’s rights, and the fight against 

discrimination of all sorts against minority groups. It also details Iceland’s view that human 

rights violations are not a domestic issue, and therefore sovereignty cannot be used as an 

argument against the response of the international community to widespread human rights 

violations.212 This view has since then been quite visible in Iceland’s work within international 

institutions, and has been a way for Iceland to show more leadership, for example within the 
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Council of Europe, the third committee of the UN General Assembly, and the UN Human Rights 

Council.  

Most of the participants claimed that when it comes to human rights, Icelandic 

representatives are always listened to and their views sought after. Iceland is generally 

respected in this field and has a strong voice within international institutions, according to the 

participants. One interviewee stated that human rights and gender equality have been the 

main focus of Iceland at the UN (the Human Rights Council, Committee on the Status of 

Women and the third Committee of the General Assembly), Council of Europe, and the 

Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), since 1999, and possibly some 

time before that. He also discussed Iceland’s leadership in assisting Baltic states in their 

membership applications for the Council of Europe.213 Iceland chaired the Committee of 

Ministers of the Council of Europe in 1999 and in a report from the Ministry for Foreign Affairs 

in 2000 it is stated that an increase of funds to the European Court of Human Rights is a priority 

of Iceland’s chairmanship, as well as increased cooperation and consultation with OSCE and 

the EU. During that time, both of these institutions were led by Nordic states, with Norway 

chairing in OSCE and Finland leading the work of the EU.214  

In September 1999 then Secretary General of the Council of Europe visited Iceland, stating 

on that occasion that Iceland’s chairmanship had been productive and in line with his own 

agenda for the Council of Europe. He also stated that then foreign minister Halldór Ásgrímsson 

had shown much leadership in relation to negotiations for stability in the Baltic region. 

Ásgrímsson travelled with the Secretary General to Ukraine, to remind the authorities of their 

commitments vis-à-vis the Council, for example to abolish the death penalty, which Ukraine 

had yet to do at that time. Iceland’s chairmanship also included important work in relation to 

infrastructure building in Kosovo and to assist Kosovo and then Yugoslavia in the transition to 

democracy. One interviewee, in relation to this role of Iceland, discussed the possibility of 

Iceland being a role model for new states transitioning into democratic governance. However, 

this was not reflected in the answers of the other participants nor in Iceland’s foreign policy 

today.   
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Although human rights have been a core focus of Iceland’s foreign policy from the 

beginning of the analysed period, the foreign service has taken much more initiative and 

shown more leadership in this field under the current foreign minister Guðlaugur Þór 

Þórðarson, which took office in January 2017.  

In 2017, Iceland chaired the third committee of the General Assembly in New York, for 

one year. The third committee is responsible for human rights and humanitarian issues and 

Iceland has shown substantial leadership on this platform during its chairmanship. This was 

emphasised by the UN’s Secretary General in early 2018, when he thanked Iceland for its 

contribution to the committee.215 Guterres stated that: 

Iceland can have important influence through the UN platform, as the country is often 
consulted as a mediator, because it is a leading country in the fields of gender equality 
and human rights, and is trustworthy.216  

Iceland also chaired the Commission for Social Development during its fifty-sixth session, 

during which time it focused on the link between human rights and development, something 

that Iceland has also done in its domestic policy on development cooperation, which has now 

been revised to reflect that focus.217  

In June 2018, Iceland was elected as a member of UN Human Rights Council (HRC), 

following the sudden withdrawal of the USA from the Council. In terms of influence for a small 

state this was of course a huge success. In Iceland’s voluntary pledge document for the seat 

on the Council, a very clear emphasis is placed on gender equality, children’s rights, rights of 

LGBTI people, the impact of environmental change, and improving the working methods and 

structure of the HRC.218 This will not be the first time Iceland participates in improving 

processes and working methods of institutions. The country has partnered with Singapore in 

relation to the work of the Third Committee, in order to make it more approachable for small 

state delegations, who through the years have often not been able to manage the workload. 

In addition, Iceland facilitated the work to improve the Economic and Social Council through 
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a review process, as well as the review of the UN’s counter-terrorism strategy.219 Finally, 

Iceland led in 2012 to 2014 an intergovernmental process at the General Assembly, aimed at 

strengthening the human rights treaty bodies.”220 

Interestingly, Iceland has taken on a very distinct leadership role within the Human Rights 

Council, especially in regard to criticism towards states reported as human rights violators. 

This leadership role has become even more prominent since the country became a member 

state of the Council. In 2017, Iceland led a group of nearly 40 states criticising the human rights 

violations of the government of the Philippines in the so-called war on drugs. The Icelandic 

foreign minister, Þórðarson, has had several meetings with high-level officials from the 

Philippines in the time since then, and officials within the two ministries have also had bilateral 

meetings.221  

The Icelandic permanent representative in Geneva delivered a statement on behalf of 

Iceland and 37 other states in mid-2018, about the human rights situation in the Philippines, 

again criticising the government for its part in the atrocities, such as extrajudicial killings 

associated with the campaign against illegal drugs. Throughout this time, Iceland has 

encouraged the Filipino authorities to cooperate with the international community, including 

the Human Rights Council, in its investigations.222  

In March 2019, Iceland again led a group of states criticising another member state of the 

Council, this time Saudi Arabia. Iceland delivered a joint statement in the Council, which 

marked the first time Saudi Arabia was openly pressured to stop human rights violations and 

cooperate with the Council’s mechanisms.223 Þórðarson also criticised Saudi Arabian 

authorities in his speech at the opening of the 40th session of the HRC in late February 2019.224  

In terms of norms that Iceland has created within the human rights field, some 

participants mentioned the concept of Children’s house (ísl. Barnahús) as an example of a 

norm that other states have begun using within their own domestic administrations. Children’s 
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house is responsible for children’s issues when there is suspicion of sexual abuse. Child 

protection services are responsible for the processing of such cases and can ask for the 

services of Children’s house.225 One participant discussed this in relation to Iceland’s work at 

the Council of Baltic Sea States:  

We have taken up the focus of Children’s house in the Council of Baltic Sea States. I mean 
Children’s house is common now and has been set up in all the Nordic countries and in 
the Council of Baltic Sea States, and elsewhere, I think. Our focus on child protection and 
children’s rights has resulted in the Children’s house is now such a well-known concept. 
[…] This is one example on how we have taken a leadership role.226  

Gender equality, according to the participants, has become a core pillar of Icelandic foreign 

policy in the analysed period and the most important issue area for Iceland internationally.227 

Another participant was very clear in his view that when it comes to gender equality issues, 

Iceland has experience and knowledge and can therefore approach the subject from a position 

of strength. He explained this further: 

We are not claiming that Iceland is some kind of paradise in terms of gender equality. 
Everyone who lives here knows that that is not the case. However, we are in a strong 
position to speak about the usefulness of focusing on gender equality, because we can 
point out that in many different fields of gender equality, we have been at the forefront 
of positive changes and have experienced the positive societal changes that gender 
equality brings about. We sometimes say that you can approach gender equality not only 
from a human rights perspective, but also from an interest perspective, meaning that 
improved gender equality can sometimes be the most powerful tool to defend or advance 
other interests.228  

In other words, it is not simply the fact that gender equality is a natural goal in itself, and the 

right policy, but also that often it is the most useful tool to achieve other goals as well. Iceland 

has been consistent in this policy throughout the analysed period. Iceland is a top donor per 

capita to UN Women, the main UN agency for the promotion and protection of women’s 

human rights.229  

Some interviewees claimed that in the period from 2000-2008, in which Iceland was 

campaigning for a UNSC seat, the foreign service started having a more systematic focus on 

gender equality in all its work, a policy which was brought top-down from the government. Of 
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course, Icelandic authorities were supportive of gender equality issues before that time, but 

it was not until then that it really gained attention and systematic focus within the ministry. 

One interviewee described this increased gender equality focus in this way: 

This emphasis has been around for a very long time […] but it became really strong at the 
turn of the century when efforts began to increase the gender equality focus in Iceland’s 
development cooperation. […] Around that time Iceland started to significantly increase 
its development cooperation and gender equality became one of the main priorities. As a 
result, a significant proportion of Iceland‘s ODA has been spent on gender equality 
directly.230 

Iceland has shown a great deal of initiative and leadership in terms of gender equality issues, 

and many participants discussed the concepts of agenda setting and soft power when asked 

about Iceland’s role in this field. All of the participants said that when it comes to gender 

equality, representatives of Iceland within international institutions are always listened to and 

that Iceland enjoys immense respect internationally for its gender equality policies, views and 

domestic status of equal rights. In one participant’s view, this is no coincidence:  

Iceland’s special position in the field of gender equality is not necessarily the fact that we 
are topping some comparative indexes, but rather the strong grassroot background that 
exists in Iceland. Gender equality has been brought up by a mass movement, it is owned 
by the people of Iceland. It is not so that the political parties have sprinkled them down 
into the system, but rather that they have come from the bottom up. We have reason to 
believe that this strong ongoing civil society engagement is unique and probably the 
strongest factor in Iceland’s strong international standing on gender equality. 231 

He gave an example of just how strong this grassroots movement is: 

[...] a few years ago, there was a big conference for representatives of women’s 
movements in the Nordic countries, and more than half of the participants were from 
Iceland. It emphasises how strong gender equality issues are domestically in Iceland, this 
grassroots’ strength.232  

In relation to the particular views and policies related to gender equality that have received 

the most widespread attention, most of the participants discussed Iceland’s equal pay law, 

which came into force in 2017. The equal pay law aims at achieving equal pay for work of 

equal value in Iceland by 2022. One participant claimed that Iceland has gotten a certain 

agenda power because of the equal pay law. The amount of attention it received allowed, in 

his view, Iceland to speak with more authority about gender equality internationally.233 
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Although Iceland has received a great deal of interest towards the equal pay law from other 

states, one participant said that it is too early to tell if this law can or will become an 

international norm. She claimed that this is a valuable tool that other states can utilise, and 

that there is great interest from them, for example the equal pay policy is currently being 

translated to German, but all in all the concept is still being developed.234 

 In Iceland’s voluntary pledge document for its seat on the HRC, gender equality and the 

empowerment of women is said to be an absolute priority, and Iceland’s focus is on “women’s 

participation in decision-making, combating discrimination and violence against women, and 

respect for reproductive health and rights.”235 In addition, Iceland’s position at the top of the 

World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index is highlighted, and not without reason, 

since Iceland has topped the Index for nine consecutive years.  

 The document further highlights Iceland’s work on gender equality issues, among which 

is Iceland’s role as a HeforShe champion. As a HeforShe champion, Iceland promotes the 

inclusion of men and boys “in the achievement of gender equality for the benefit of all.”236 

Interestingly, although the HeforShe campaign began in 2014, Iceland was already 

campaigning for the inclusion of men and boys in the fight for gender equality in 2004, most 

prominently through the platform of the UN Commission on the Status of Women, in which 

Iceland had a seat during the period 2004-2008.237 This is not to say that Iceland was the first 

country to bring attention to this aspect of gender equality efforts, but simply to emphasise 

the long-standing focus of the country on this issue area.  

 Under the umbrella of the HeforShe movement, Iceland has organised many so-called 

Barbershop conferences since 2015, which all have the same goal of increasing the 

participation of men and boys in achieving gender equality, and to alter pre-existing views 

about equality and gender stereotypes.238 The Barbershop concept and a Barbershop toolbox 

that Iceland created for other entities who want to organise such conferences, were 

mentioned by most of the participants as the clearest example of Iceland exercising a certain 

agenda power abroad, and an example of a norm that Iceland has produced, which has since 
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been accepted by other states and international institutions, in this case the UN. In 2017, 

Iceland organised several Barbershop conferences, for example through the platforms of 

OSCE, the UN in Geneva and New York, the Nordic Council of Ministers and the Council of 

Baltic Sea States. Since the beginning of 2018, Iceland’s president Guðni Th. Jóhannesson 

became a special HeforShe impact champion.239 One interviewee described the importance 

of the Barbershop initiative in this way: 

We have Barbershop, which was created by our people and is one of the tools under the 
umbrella of the HeforShe movement. I would say that it is a part of exercising agenda 
power. We are trying to mobilise men and increasing their participation in this discussion, 
make them responsible. I would say this has given us a certain weight and is very 
important. It helps to move these issues along in the right way, so that the men have to 
understand that it is not just an issue, as used to be the common view, it was women 
talking about gender equality to other women, but we are trying to bring the men into 
this and talk about it among themselves. Not to exclude women but to bring the men to 
the table as well. I think this all matters.240 

The toolbox Icelandic authorities and UN Women Iceland created together was accepted by 

UN Women and is now available on the HeforShe website, for anyone who wishes to organise 

a Barbershop conference.241  

 Another example given by three participants regarding norms or standards that Iceland 

has either created or taken part in creating, is the negotiations at the UN for the Arms Trade 

Treaty (ATT) in 2013. The Arms Trade Treaty is a treaty that regulates international trade in 

conventional arms, and currently has 101 signatories.242 During the ATT negotiations process 

Iceland fought to include a clause about a ban against selling weapons to states in which there 

is continuous violence against women. One interviewee discussed this in detail:  

I can name an example about the Arms Trade Treaty negotiations, in which Iceland 
prioritised one issue and managed to get it through. This was to take into account the risk 
of exported arms being used to commit gender-based violence. Not many like-minded 
countries were optimistic we would get this into the text, maybe because they had 
different and much longer list of priorities than us. For us, this was our first priority. I am 
not saying they did not support us, they sure did so, but when getting closer to the final 
days of negotiations they had to prioritise other issues.243  
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The interviewee went on to explain that a state like Iceland has major advantages in 

negotiations such as these, where it can choose one main issue which it will discuss 

consistently, whereas larger states, such as the other Nordic countries must prioritise perhaps 

20 issues and are never going to achieve all of them.244  

Nobody was surprised that we were talking about these issues, we are known for that. 
But this time we used the numbers. We were speaking on behalf of a large group of states. 
And because the negotiations were open and there were many NGOs present, we 
collaborated a bit with them in spreading the news from the group we were speaking on 
behalf of in the negotiations.245 

Another interviewee discussed her view that for Iceland, it is a realistic goal that gender 

equality will not be discussed in the future without Iceland being mentioned in the same 

instance. She went on to say that gender equality issues are so transversal for the foreign 

service, all staff members speak for gender equality wherever they go, although they may 

work on other issues on a day-to-day basis.246 Another interviewee agreed with this view. In 

her mind, Iceland and gender equality have become a brand at the UN and within OSCE. She 

claimed that Iceland has managed to increase the emphasis on gender equality within OSCE 

to a large extent.   

Another example is when Iceland’s diplomats took on a leading role in areas promoting 
gender equality at the OSCE level. It reflected in a positive way on Icelanders and most 
likely created more respect for Iceland internationally.247   

Most of the participants emphasised the importance of Iceland’s progress domestically 

in the fight for gender equality. In this way, Iceland’s contribution abroad was 

considered to be its image as an ideal state, and the view that what works in Iceland 

might also work in other states.  

The participants discussed important role models in Iceland’s history in this regard, 

such as Vigdís Finnbogadóttir, the world’s first democratically elected female president, 

Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir, the first female and lesbian prime minister, and Katrín 

Jakobsdóttir, current prime minister of Iceland. In addition, important strides for equal 

rights were discussed, such as the Women’s Rights Association of Iceland, the 

independent right of fathers to parental leave, the equal pay standard, and the annual 
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Women‘s Day Off in Iceland. This history of various initatives towards gender equality 

and the link between gender equality and human rights was considered unique for 

Iceland, according to the participants, and something that many other states perceive 

as remarkable. 

One participant summed up Iceland’s position in the human rights and gender equality 

field and his words conclude this subchapter: 

There is a certain agenda power that comes with chairmanships. In my opinion, Iceland 
has in recent years had a certain agenda power within the General Assembly when it 
comes to human rights issues. Perhaps it will be the same way for Arctic affairs when we 
chair the Arctic Council. It is a matter of being persistent, to always advocate for human 
rights every time you get the chance, whether it is in Geneva, Vienna, New York or 
Strasbourg. So, agenda power is sometimes related to chairmanships, but it is more about 
being consistent. That is the way I look at it in our foreign policy, and that is how I see us 
having a certain agenda power. [...] There is a certain policy that we follow, which includes 
speaking for human rights and gender equality every chance we get. We have done that 
for at least 20 years.248 

5.2.2 Fisheries and ocean affairs 

Fisheries has historically been Iceland’s most important industry, and the life of Icelanders has 

quite simply depended on the export of fish and fish products. In a report on ocean affairs 

published by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 2004, it is stated that “the interplay between 

the ocean and ocean currents affects the weather and climate that shape living conditions in 

Iceland. The ocean has also served as a highway for Icelanders in transportation and 

communication.”249 In addition, the sea and fishing have a cultural and historical meaning for 

Icelanders, especially because in the past century, fishing has been the basis for economic 

growth. Quite simply, the ocean is the reason for why Icelanders have been able to create the 

kind of living conditions they have today.250  

It is no surprise then that ocean affairs, including fisheries, is the field in which Iceland 

has undertaken the most extensive leadership role in at an international level, for the longest 

time. The most important example of this leadership role is undoubtedly Iceland’s part in 

shaping the Law of the Sea (The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea). One 

interviewee claimed that because of Iceland’s long history of fisheries and this importance of 

                                                        
248 Interview Transcript.  
249 Utanríkisráðuneytið, 2004, p. 4. 
250 Ibid, p. 4. 



78 

the fish to the nation, both symbolically, but also in a very real sense, Iceland has been fierce 

in protecting its interests in this field within international institutions. He further described it 

in this way, “we have had a certain agenda power in relation to the Law of the Sea”.251  

The participants agreed that when it comes to ocean affairs, Iceland is not perceived as 

a small state but rather a great power. One interviewee explained this in relation to Iceland’s 

relationship with the United States and other great powers. He thought it likely that in 

environmental politics, Iceland is respected by the great powers. He further claimed that they 

know and realise that they must understand what Iceland is thinking in ocean affairs. Both on 

a regional and global scale, at the UN or in the Arctic. In his view, Iceland might not make a big 

difference for the great powers in economic terms, but politically and in ocean affairs it 

matters.252  

One participant also discussed how immensely important the UN is for Iceland when it 

comes to the Law of the Sea. He argued that without the UN Iceland never would have become 

a signatory to the Law of the Sea, and in his opinion, would never be the nation that it is today. 

In his view, the legal framework that the UN and Law of the Sea provides, is absolutely 

essential for a state like Iceland. The main policies of Iceland in ocean affairs at the UN, are: 

…the rights of island states to the sustainable use of the marine living resources, that 
control of fisheries should be local or regional, rather than global, and that states should 
implement international treaties in this field before signing new treaties regarding this 
subject.253  

It is perhaps no surprise that this is the policy of Iceland, given the aforementioned importance 

of the fish to the Icelandic nation. In the interviewee’s view, Iceland is immensely stubborn in 

international negotiations on ocean affairs. According to him, other states simply must listen 

to what Iceland has to say in these matters, because Iceland is able to prioritise and lays all its 

efforts on one certain issue at a time and is very stubborn about reaching an agreement on 

this issue.254 

Another interviewee was also clear in her view that Iceland has a seat at the table in 

ocean affairs, and the Law of the Sea. In her view, fisheries and ocean affairs are the country’s 

strongest brands internationally. Also, the way Iceland has fought for its interests through the 
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years, for example for the expansion of the country’s territorial waters in the Cod Wars and 

its fierce emphasis on the principle of subsidiarity has, in her view, sparked great interest and 

respect from other states.255 One interviewee explained this emphasis of Iceland further:  

Let’s take the example of migratory stocks in the ocean. Iceland’s view is that this cannot 
be only our issue, we have to approach this at a regional level. But if it is not a migratory 
stock it is local. It is this principle of subsidiarity that is built upon the view that there is a 
property right within our territory. Furthermore, we believe that those who live the 
closest to the resource and have an interest in taking good care of it, the resource 
management will, in our view, be much better.256 

These policies were the main emphases of foreign service officials working on developing the 

Law of the Sea, and since ratifying the agreement Icelandic officials attend annual meetings. 

In one participant’s view, their work is a clear example of Iceland having agenda power within 

international institutions. In addition, he discussed the work of the Foreign Service at the 

Marine Biological Diversity Beyond Areas of National Jurisdiction (BBNJ), an 

intergovernmental conference designated to developing an international legally binding 

instrument under the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).  

BBNJ has been one of the biggest and most difficult issue within ocean affairs at the UN 

in recent years. One interviewee explained Iceland’s role in the BBNJ negotiations, in which 

Iceland has emphasised that the final agreement should not involve fisheries, since UNCLOS 

already is sufficient in providing a legal framework for fisheries. According to the participant, 

the BBNJ negotiations involve reaching an agreement on how states treat the High Seas. 

Whether there should be a supranational authority managing the High Seas or if management 

should be in the hands of regional or local institutions. In his view, Iceland exercises agenda 

power at the negotiation table, in which it focuses on the issue of fisheries on the basis of the 

principle of subsidiarity. The participant claimed that Iceland is not shy about laying its ideas 

on the table, no matter how basic and simple their propositions are. Furthermore, Icelandic 

officials are proud of their achievements in this field.257 

All of the participants agreed that this field is a clear norm producing field of Iceland’s, 

a field in which it is always listened to, always has a voice, and has the experience needed to 

speak with confidence about the issues in the field. The country’s opinion is sought after 
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internationally. Even in terms of relations with great powers, this field was named as the only 

field where Iceland is considered a great power by other states. That is how much ‘credit’ 

Iceland has in ocean affairs.  

Of course, it is not new information that Iceland is a shark in ocean affairs. As explained 

earlier, fisheries and ocean affairs have always been important for Iceland. In recent years, 

however, the country has developed a stronger brand in this field and taken on a more 

prominent leadership role in international institutions. One interviewee discussed this and 

claimed that the reasons for this are, for example, the increased innovation in industry, with 

companies such as Keresis and others who are working together on utilising as much of the 

fish as possible, for example the head, which before was thrown away. These developments 

in the domestic industry allow officials to speak with more confidence and experience in 

international fora. In addition, brands such as Iceland’s Ocean Cluster, that work towards 

“creating value by connecting entrepreneurs, businesses and knowledge in the marine 

industries”258 have improved Iceland’s reputation even further, according to the 

participant.259  

To use the whole fish, the cod heads, the dietary supplements, all of this. This then 
develops into the ocean cluster brand. Now, all of a sudden, we have a cluster policy in 
Iceland and everybody wants to be a part of a cluster. It began with the Ocean Cluster, 
and then developed into a finance cluster, energy cluster, tourism- and culture cluster, 
and so on.  

She agreed that the Law of the Sea has been an area in which Iceland has executed a certain 

level of soft power in reaching it goals and been successful at doing so. In her view, the Law of 

the Sea and ocean affairs in general are Iceland’s strongest brand in business and trade, and 

a field in which Iceland has a strong position.  

We are simply among the best in the world, a complete role model in this field. The way 
we have built up this system, that is indisputably working, although it is of course debated 
domestically if the profits are divided equally and so on. However, our success is 
unquestionable, with companies like Marel, and Keresis, and other companies working on 
new, innovative dietary supplements and cosmetic products. They have great potential to 
become huge.260 

One aspect of ocean affairs, whaling, has affected Iceland’s reputation and position in the 

international system in a negative way, according to some of the participants. The country’s 
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whaling policies are often met with negative feedback on social media and negative media 

coverage abroad and sometimes domestically as well. In a report from the Foreign Ministry in 

2000, Iceland’s exit from the International Whaling Commission (IWC) in 1992 is discussed. 

Iceland at the time expected other states to do the same, but that did not turn out to be the 

case. Within the IWC most states are in favour of a complete ban on whaling.261 For that 

reason, among others, Iceland has been heavily criticized for its whaling almost throughout 

the analysed period, or since 2002 when whaling practices continued after a long period of no 

whaling in Iceland.  

In the period from 1990 to 2002, Iceland ceased all whaling due to IWC’s decision in 1986 

to ban all industrial whaling temporarily. However, Iceland attempted to bypass the IWC’s 

decision by creating another international organisation with Greenland, Norway and the Faroe 

Islands, NAMMCO (The North Atlantic Marine Mammal Commission). In 2002, Iceland joined 

the IWC again, but this time it managed to negotiate a reservation to its membership, which 

exempted Iceland from the ban. Today, Iceland is therefore a member of the IWC, but also 

continues whaling within its territorial waters.262  

5.2.3 Renewable energy and land restoration 

The fields of renewable energy and land restoration are cited in most of the reports analysed 

here and by the participants as one of Iceland’s main foreign policy focus, and as fields in 

which Iceland has shown considerable leadership in within the international system. However, 

in terms of norm production and status-seeking these fields are not as prominent for Iceland 

within international institutions and in bilateral relations. Some participants speculated that 

the reason for this is perhaps simply that they are not as developed as the two other fields, or 

have not been an interest area of Icelandic authorities until the past 20 years or so, with 

environmental issues gaining more and more attention, for example due to the increased 

importance of responses to climate change. These fields, renewable energy and land 

restoration are still immensely important for Iceland, and Iceland’s focus on these fields is 

reflected in the aforementioned UN university training programmes operated in Iceland. As 

one participant stated, Iceland has “an increasingly stronger voice in the green issues”.263 
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 No concrete examples were given by the participants about norm production or agenda 

power in renewable energy issues, although they all mentioned the field as highly important. 

Renewable energy is, however, cited in the reports analysed as an important field and one in 

which Iceland has a leadership role in at an international level, for example within institutions 

such as the International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) and the World Bank, but also in 

bilateral relations. Through bilateral relations Iceland has for example mapped geothermal 

energy in Ukraine and Croatia in collaboration with authorities in these countries.264  

 The importance of this field for Iceland is expected to grow considerably in the next years 

and decades, due to the increasing emphasis on renewable energy in response to climate 

change, according to the reports. In a report from 2008, it is stated that the main focus of 

Icelandic authorities is to develop environmentally friendly and renewable energy sources, for 

example geothermal energy, to meet the growing energy demand of mankind.265 Renewable 

energy issues are not least important in relation to Iceland’s development cooperation. 

Indeed, development cooperation was cited by some participants as an arena in which Iceland 

can, and is likely to show more leadership in in the near future. They claimed that Iceland has 

the experience and know-how to cooperate with developing countries on renewable energy 

issues, for example through the UNU Geothermal Training Programme. This view is supported 

in the reports.  

In 2010, Iceland’s foreign minister visited China and met with then vice president of China, 

Xi Jinping. During the visit, he suggested a formal agreement between the countries about 

collaboration on geothermal energy projects in developing countries, particularly in East 

Africa, where there is much geothermal energy. During a conference in Japan that same year, 

Iceland’s embassy staff in Tokyo also attempted to establish bilateral relations between 

Iceland and Japan on geothermal energy issues, both in Japan and in Africa.266  

One report from 2011 discusses Iceland’s collaboration with the United States, China and 

India on geothermal energy projects. These states, according to the report, called for formal 

bilateral cooperation with Iceland in this field, as part of their responses to the effects of 

climate change in their countries.267 
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In a report from 2013, Iceland’s leadership role in development cooperation in geothermal 

energy issues is again discussed, this time in relation to the largest development project 

Iceland had ever taken on up until then. At that time, Iceland had recently been appointed the 

main cooperation nation and special advisor to the World Bank in geothermal energy. The 

project involved the establishment of geothermal energy projects in 13 African states, aimed 

at exploring the possibility of utilising geothermal heat for electricity production. For this 

project Iceland received assistance from the Nordic Development Fund.268 

Iceland has been more and more active in the field of land restoration in the analysed 

period, according to the participants. Two participants discussed Iceland’s role in the 

negotiations on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at the UN in New York, as a clear 

example of Iceland exercising soft power or agenda power to reach its goals. One participant 

described his experience working on the SDGs as a strange journey. In his view, there are clear 

consequences of land degradation in all parts of the world today, and the most serious of them 

in Africa, such as hunger, migration and conflicts. He described Iceland’s efforts in the SDGs 

negotiations, and claimed that Iceland worked closely with the UN Convention on Combating 

Desertification (CCD). He further stated that Icelandic officials made it their priority to put 

serious efforts into having a strong target on land degradation in the SDGs, and this they 

managed in the end (SDG 15.3), despite opposition from many large and powerful nations.269 

In the interviewee’s view, this topic is quite complicated, because it is within states’ national 

borders, and therefore is their property in a way, within their sovereign rights, even though it 

is a global concern. It is an example of a scarce resource that is disappearing and is difficult to 

use sustainably.  

Another participant also discussed Iceland’s role in this process. He described the process 

as Iceland using its position and experience in the field of land restoration to lead the SDG 

work at the UN.  

Our position was a leading one because of the focus we have had, for example through 
the UN University Land Restoration Training Programme. If you would speak to a 
representative at the UN office about land restoration you would feel instantly how 
special Iceland’s position is in the field, because of the emphasis we have placed on this 
issue. […] We have worked with Namibia on land restoration issues. It is very important 
in international cooperation to combine north and south. It is not advisable to have the 
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intention of showing up, a knight on a white horse somewhere from the north and talk 
down to other parts of the world. We are still chairing a group of friends at the UN 
platform on land restoration issues. 

He further added that Iceland has led work on land erosion in the Economic and Financial 

Committee of the General Assembly. However, he was clear in his view that international 

cooperation is about exactly that, cooperation. “…I am not sure it is particularly useful to start 

claiming ownership for certain things. International cooperation is about reaching a broad 

consensus, not claiming something for oneself.”270  

 Iceland founded the UNU Land Restoration Training Programme in 2007 and the emphasis 

on land restoration has increased considerably since then, according to the reports. In reports 

before that time, very little discussion on land restoration is given, and in the report from 2000 

there is no mention of land restoration issues whatsoever.  

 The data shows that these so-called ‘green issues’, land restoration and renewable 

energy, have become much more prominent in Iceland’s policies and emphases at an 

international level, in the analysed period, and this is evident both in the answers of the 

participants and in the reports.  

5.3 Summary 
In this chapter I have presented the main results of the research project. The themes from the 

analysis were image development, increased involvement in international cooperation, 

status-seeking attempts, the Nordic label and branding, norm entrepreneurship, human rights 

and gender equality, fisheries and ocean affairs, renewable energy issues and land restoration. 

The foreign service’ status-seeking revolves around these themes and status-seeking is most 

prominent through the UN platform. Iceland has attempted to become a norm entrepreneur 

in the four last fields, although most efforts are placed on gender equality. These results will 

be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.  
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6 Discussion 
In this chapter the results of the analysis are discussed and positioned within previous 

research on small state theories, status-seeking and norm entrepreneurship. The research 

questions are answered in the two subchapters, in the context of the theoretical framework 

of the study.  

6.1 How Iceland seeks status 

The data shows that Iceland has been seeking status in the international system in the period 

from 1999 to 2019, particularly through the platforms of the United Nations.271 Indeed, status-

seeking has been a key driver of the country’s foreign policy in the period, and the methods 

of seeking status are the following. Iceland behaves morally and presents itself as an ‘ideal’ 

state within international institutions and in bilateral relations. All of the participants claimed 

that Iceland is an ideal state in certain areas, for example social welfare and equality, and 

consistently presents itself as such at an international level. They furthermore stated that 

Iceland is perceived as an honest broker abroad, although this perception might have been 

damaged to some extent by the economic crisis in 2008. However, most of the participants 

argued that the damage was mostly repaired with the extensive image development and 

nation branding campaigns that Icelandic authorities undertook following the crisis. As 

discussed by Neumann and de Carvalho, small states are likely to choose the moral dimension 

as a status-seeking strategy, because today, small states are mostly unable to grow territorially 

and must therefore find alternative means of attaining power and influence. For a small state 

today, status cannot come from size, but rather must be achieved by a higher moral 

standard.272 Morality in Iceland’s case relates to its core foreign policy principles, the peaceful 

resolution of conflicts, respect for international law, and sustainable use of resources, and its 

position as a Nordic welfare state boasting domestic policies of equality, rule of law and 

human rights. Interestingly, moral authority is also evident in Iceland’s position as a role model 

for other states. In the campaign for a UNSC seat, Iceland position as a small state was 

highlighted and presented as a reason for why Iceland can be of assistance to other small 

states, because it understands their special issues and concerns, having experienced similar 
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concerns through history. Most of the participants viewed it as a real possibility that Iceland 

can become a type of ‘big brother’ to small island states, particularly developing countries. 

Iceland’s leadership was also discussed in terms of Iceland showing other small states that 

participating in multilateral cooperation is crucial for survival and prosperity and showing 

them that they can have an influence and make a difference within international institutions. 

In this way, Iceland has contributed to system maintenance by convincing other states to 

participate in international relations, demonstrating its position as a ‘good power’. Neumann 

and de Carvalho discuss this role of small states as a clear indication of status-seeking. In their 

words:  

Assuming moral responsibility for orderly maintenance of the international system, 
especially in matters of international peace and security, has always been one of the 
hallmarks of high international status and great powerhood. A small state will see its 
status rewards exponentially multiplied if it can succeed in fostering international peace 
and security – that is, in taking on a responsibility that initially rests not upon its shoulders, 
but on those of the great powers. 

Iceland’s leadership in this regard is not one of high-stakes diplomacy, and I would not go so 

far as to say that Iceland is trying to achieve great powerhood in matters of international peace 

and security. Indeed, Iceland does not have a seat at the table at the UNSC, where conflicts 

and hard security matters are discussed. However, Iceland can be said to be contributing to 

the maintenance of the international system, and by doing so, acts with moral authority. There 

are of course also more simple reasons for why Iceland takes on its role, namely that it benefits 

economically in the long-term from fostering relations with developing and other small states. 

It is no coincidence that Iceland’s relations (such as development cooperation) with these 

states are mostly in the fields that are aligned with its core interests, for example fisheries. 

But what is there to gain for Iceland from acting with moral authority? According to Neumann 

and de Carvalho, small states seek status as a good power, and by good they mean on the one 

hand to be moral in their status seeking, and on the other hand to be seen as good and 

trustworthy partners “in a hegemonic arrangement or within a multilateral set-up”.273 The 

status of a good power allows Iceland to be seen by the great powers and to share the 

spotlight with them. Neumann and de Carvalho discuss the example of Norway’s role in the 

Oslo Process in this regard. Norway took on the mediating role in the negotiation process at 

the White House and thus gained the status of “peacemaker of the Middle East conflict, the 
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‘mother of all conflicts’”.274 They argue that once the small state has contributed in this way, 

that contribution must be publicly recognised by the great power, in this case the USA. Norway 

received its status recognition by being publicly acknowledged by then president Obama for 

‘punching above its weight, and so have other small states such as the Netherlands, Ireland 

and the Philippines.275 Iceland is often given this recognition as well, as confirmed by the 

participants who repeatedly claimed that Iceland is known for ‘punching above its weight’. In 

terms of which arenas small states tend to seek status in, Iceland seems to focus mostly on 

the United Nations’ bodies. This focus is in line with Neumann and de Carvalho’s argument 

that small states tend to choose fields and processes where great powers tend to focus less 

on, resulting in the chances of direct great power involvement decreasing, but where great 

power interest remains high. These fields are usually those in which status can be achieved 

peacefully, such as the UN, for obvious reasons, namely that small states do not have the 

resources to “outspend and outgun” great powers.276 

Another status-seeking strategy identified is Iceland’s increased involvement in 

international cooperation in the period, both in terms of increased funding for foreign affairs, 

the enlargement of the foreign service, and more interest and emphasis on foreign affairs felt 

by the participants. It goes without saying that a state that wants to achieve greater status 

cannot simply maintain the current strategies and the same amount of resources. Icelandic 

authorities have made systematic efforts to increase involvement in international cooperation 

in the period from 1999 to 2019, particularly in the fields that align with Iceland’s interests, 

namely human rights and gender equality, fisheries and ocean affairs, and renewable energy 

and land restoration. The increased involvement is most evident at the UN, in which Iceland 

has had an unprecedented level of involvement, in terms of positions of influence, chairing 

councils and committees, and achieving member status or campaigning for one within the 

UN’s bodies, most notably Iceland’s seat at the Human Rights Council in 2018. Furthermore, 

the foreign service’ focus on trade has increased considerably, and free trade agreements with 

large economies such as China have been signed in the analysed period. This increased 

involvement internationally can be understood as status-seeking, although participants in the 

study differed in their views on why Iceland has increased involvement, with some suggesting 
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that instead of status-seeking, Iceland has simply been responding to globalisation and the 

increased interconnectivity of societies in the world. All participants agreed that they felt 

much more emphasis and interest in foreign affairs from Icelandic authorities in the past 20 

years. One way of interpreting Iceland’s increased involvement is through Baxter, Jordan and 

Rubin’s status-seeking theories. They argue that small states can pursue status by becoming 

more involved in multilateral cooperation, and in particular increase their mediation efforts 

at an international level. “Acting as a mediator for an international conflict enhances the small 

state’s status relative to its peers by demonstrating its relevance and importance in the 

regional and international system.”277 Norway is an excellent example of a state that has 

achieved a status as a mediator in international conflicts and has a good reputation in 

international institutions for its mediation efforts. Qatar is another. In terms of how 

compatible this theory is with Iceland’s status strategies it cannot be argued here that Iceland 

has a status as a mediator, although there have been some signs that Iceland has an interest 

in such a role. Iceland may simply be in the early stages of status-seeking, with increased 

involvement in international cooperation being the first step, mediation efforts the next. In 

line with Baxter, Jordan and Rubin’s theory, Iceland may be expected to increase its 

negotiation and mediation efforts within international institutions in the near future, 

particularly in the field of human rights and gender equality, where Iceland places a large 

amount of its manpower and resources. Iceland’s leadership at the Human Rights Council in 

relation to pressure against the Philippines and Saudi Arabia for human rights violations, as 

well as being an example of status-seeking, can also be interpreted as the country 

demonstrating its will to mediate. As mentioned in the results of the study, Iceland has already 

taken on some mediating roles within the third committee of the General Assembly, as 

emphasised by the UN’s Secretary General in 2018, when he thanked Iceland for its efforts, 

and claimed that Iceland is often consulted as a mediator at the UN. This indicates that Iceland 

may be in the early stages of achieving mediating status, or at least is perceived to be doing 

so. However, since Iceland has not mediated any interstate conflicts or hard security issues 

yet, it cannot be said to have achieved status as a mediator. Iceland may also have to build up 

more knowledge in the field of negotiation and mediation before being able to pursue such a 

role.  
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Iceland has made some clear status attempts in the analysed period, such as its campaign 

for a seat at the UNSC in 2008. Campaigns for a UNSC seat have been discussed by some 

scholars as a way for countries to highlight their international status. Neumann and de 

Carvalho, for example, discuss Canada’s last successful campaign for a non-permanent seat 

on the Security Council. Canada’s campaign manager, David Malone, stated that: 

the dominant view at the UN is that countries aim for membership in the council to 
underscore their international prestige. […] International prestige should almost certainly 
not be measured through the outcome of such contests, but to a considerable extent it is 
so assessed in New York.278 

Scandinavia is known for campaigning for a UNSC seat on a ‘morality ticket’, or by highlighting 

their ‘good power’ status, and Iceland is no exception to this. The results of this study show 

that during the campaign, every effort was made by Icelandic foreign service to present 

Iceland in a positive light and to highlight the country’s moral qualities, such as its focus on 

gender equality, sustainability, and its position as a Nordic welfare state and being a part of 

the group of Nordic countries. Indeed, Iceland utilises the Nordic label in various fora to reach 

its status goals and is dependent on the Nordic support within international institutions. The 

participants all agreed that it is extremely valuable for a small state like Iceland to be labelled 

‘Nordic’. The Nordic label has immense respect within international institutions and the 

Nordics are considered role models in many regards. Iceland’s good reputation for having 

created a just society, based on the principles of equality and welfare is, among other things, 

thanks to the connotation other states have with these concepts from the other Nordic 

societies. Since the Nordic image goes hand in hand with the image of a ‘good power’, it is no 

surprise that Iceland utilises it in its attempts at greater international status.   

The systematic image development and reputation overhaul following the economic crisis 

of 2008, with the creation of Promote Iceland and other events, is another example of the 

country’s efforts to seek status. In this regard, theories on nation branding and image are also 

useful in understanding Iceland’s strategies. Iceland’s image development actually began 

before the crisis, in the 1990s in fact, with Iceland making Simon Anholt’s Nation Brand Index 

and focusing its efforts according to Anholt’s input, such as focusing on product development 

and marketing. This continued after the crisis, and today, Iceland has managed to improve its 
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image and increase the level of recognition abroad to a great extent, according to the 

participants and reports.  

6.2 Iceland as a norm entrepreneur 

Iceland’s contributions in the fields of gender equality, ocean affairs, renewable energy and 

land restoration, reflect Ingebritsen’s theory on norm entrepreneurship. Iceland has produced 

norms and gained support for those norms at an international level within all these fields, 

albeit to various extent. Iceland’s focus seems to be strongest in the field of gender equality, 

according to the answers of the participants and other data.  This may change in the future, 

as Iceland is also increasing its international efforts in ecopolitics and has shown leadership in 

the fields of renewable energy and land restoration, fields that have received much more 

international attention and demand in recent years, due to the challenges the international 

community faces because of climate change. In fisheries and ocean affairs Iceland’s position 

is very strong, and Iceland exercises soft power regularly in this field. However, as of now, 

Iceland’s norm producing efforts in land restoration and renewable energy are not as 

systematic or as great as in gender equality.279 This may simply be due to the fact that Iceland 

has more experience in those fields, based on a stronger historical connection between 

Icelanders and the ocean and a history of women’s grassroots movements in Iceland and 

important initiatives for equal rights. Iceland’s attempts to produce norms in these fields will 

now be discussed.  

 In terms of gender equality, Iceland is a top donor per capita to UN Women and 

continuously emphasises this fact within international institutions.  Icelandic authorities also 

made a clear change in their policy emphasis in 2000, when they decided to earmark a large 

proportion of its budget for development cooperation for work towards gender equality. Most 

of the participants agreed that certain stepping stones in the fight for gender equality in 

Iceland’s history, and Iceland’s image as an ideal state in this field abroad, together form 

Iceland’s contribution to this field in the international community. In other words, Iceland 

exercises soft power, or social power in this field, by presenting the country in a positive light, 

highlighting important historical events and the achievements of individual women. These 
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results are in line with previous research on Iceland’s norm entrepreneurship in the field of 

gender equality.280 

 Iceland has been very active in the HeforShe campaign, and has, through that platform, 

created a Barbershop toolbox for anyone who wishes to hold such conferences. This is in line 

with the first stage of a norm diffusion process, or norm life cycle as Ingebritsen calls it. The 

norm, in this case the Barbershop toolbox, is presented by the state in question to other actors 

in the international arena. The toolbox was then accepted by UN Women in New York and is 

now available at the HeforShe website. This is compatible with the second stage of the life 

cycle, the acceptance and recognition of the norm by other actors, in this case UN Women. 

The toolbox is a clear example of norm production, and since it is now recognised as a 

guideline by the UN, an international institution, it can be argued that Iceland was successful 

at producing and diffusing the Barbershop toolbox as an international norm. It is difficult to 

claim whether or not the Barbershop norm has reached the final stage of diffusion, that is if it 

has become completely unquestioned by the international community, meaning that states 

or other actors comply with the norm automatically, without a second thought.  

 Icelandic officials always prioritise gender equality issues in their work abroad and at 

home, and in some instances, they have been successful at incorporating Iceland’s views on 

gender equality into international treaties, such as in the case of the Arms Trade Treaty 

negotiation process.  

 Finally, the equal pay standard Iceland created and came into force in 2017 has received 

widespread international attention and might become an example of norm diffusion at some 

point, although it is still too early to tell whether or not other states will follow in Iceland’s 

footsteps in this regard. However, as of now, it remains an example of Iceland’s efforts to 

produce norms in the field, the desire to have a reputation for entrepreneurship in this field, 

by being the first country to implement such a law.  

In terms of ocean affairs Iceland was influential in the development of the UN Convention 

on the Law of the Sea and has since been vocal about its emphasis on the principle of 

subsidiarity. Agenda power was discussed by the participants in relation to Iceland’s role in 

negotiations on marine biological diversity. In fact, Iceland was described as a great power by 
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most of the participants when it comes to fisheries and ocean affairs, a country with an 

extremely strong position in the field. Some even went as far as saying that Iceland is simply 

the best in the world in ocean affairs and a complete role model for other states. Whether this 

view is reflected by officials of other states as well remains unknown.  

In terms of norm production in the field, participants did not mention any clear examples 

of any particular events, as in the case of the Barbershop toolbox for gender equality issues. 

The view was rather that Iceland is a leader in this field in all fora and has a very strong voice 

within international institutions. However, innovation in the field might be seen as an example 

of norm production, such as the rising norm in Iceland of utilising the entire fish, with 

companies creating products with fish by-products that were always thrown away before. 

Since this study is only focused on the actions of the foreign service and not private companies, 

whether or not this can be interpreted as a norm creation by Iceland is not determined here, 

even though the foreign service works closely with the industry on maintaining Iceland’s 

strong reputation in this field.  

The principle of subsidiarity might be considered an attempt to produce a norm, that is, 

the focus of Iceland to solve issues on a regional or local basis, rather than at a global level. 

Iceland was described in many cases by the participants as ‘fierce’, and ‘stubborn’, in 

protecting its fishing interests, and the principle of subsidiarity is closely aligned with Iceland’s 

interests in the field.  

Whaling, especially commercial whaling, was mentioned as problematic by the 

participants, in terms of being harmful to Iceland’s reputation and status in the international 

system. Iceland’s exit from the IWC and subsequent re-entry as a member state, including 

negotiating a reservation to its membership, has been analysed by Baldur Thorhallsson. In his 

view, Iceland has attempted to change the international system in its favour in terms of 

producing new norms for whaling practices. The creation of NAMMCO, an Icelandic initiative, 

is a clear status-seeking attempt from Iceland, and a way to establish authority in the field, by 

challenging the authority of the IWC. According to Thorhallsson, this attempt failed 

completely.281 In terms of status-seeking strategies mentioned earlier, to exercise moral 

authority or being a ‘do-gooder’, Iceland’s whaling decision-making and actions in the 
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analysed period are not compatible with those strategies, although Iceland’s case otherwise 

reflects them. 

In the renewable energy field, there were no concrete examples of norm production 

discussed by the participants. However, most of them mentioned this field as a core interest 

of Iceland’s, reflected in the UNU Geothermal Training Programme, and as a field in which 

Iceland has shown considerable leadership and taken various initiatives. It remains to be seen 

if Iceland will increase its norm production in renewable energy matters, something that might 

become much more important with the increasing importance of environmental politics in 

terms of responses to climate change. In terms of status-seeking, however, Iceland has 

without a doubt sought to increase its status within this field. This is reflected in Iceland’s 

efforts to lead development projects in geothermal energy in Africa, and in its attempts to 

establish more formal bilateral relations with middle and great powers such as China, the US 

and India. Furthermore, Iceland’s leadership as a special advisor to the World Bank on 

geothermal energy issues is another example of Iceland’s status-seeking.  

Iceland has increased its focus on land restoration issues in the analysed period, for 

example by founding the UNU Land Restoration Training Programme in 2007. Some of the 

participants mentioned an example of Iceland’s norm production in relation to the SDGs 

negotiations at the UN, in which Iceland, in cooperation with Namibia, managed to include a 

strong target on land degradation in the final development goals, despite considerable 

opposition. In terms of norm entrepreneurship, this example does reflect such a process, in 

which a state mobilises support for the norm in the international community and persuades 

other states to comply with the new norm. The level of acceptance of this land degradation 

norm is yet to be tested, since the SDGs only entered into force recently. In any case it is safe 

to assume that it has not yet reached the final stage of the diffusion process.  

It is clear from the data that environmental issues are becoming increasingly important 

for Iceland and a clear status-seeking opportunity because of Iceland’s expertise in the field, 

and the ever-growing focus on the field in international politics. In fact, if Iceland wishes to 

increase its status, these two fields are possibly the best opportunity the country has, because 

of the high demand for environmental expertise and leadership today. 
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7 Conclusion 
The aim of this thesis was to understand Iceland’s foreign policy and strategies as a small state 

in the international system, primarily through the concepts of status-seeking and norm 

entrepreneurship. Iceland’s methods of status-seeking were analysed, as well as the country’s 

attempts to produce norms in the international community, in order to answer the main 

research questions of the thesis, namely how Iceland seeks status and how the theory of norm 

entrepreneurship is compatible with Iceland’s foreign policy actions in the period 1999 to 

2019.  

 To answer the research questions, it was first necessary to construct a theoretical 

framework, as was presented in the second chapter of the thesis. The theoretical foundation 

is made up of International Relations theories, namely liberalism, constructivism and small 

state theories, including the concepts of status-seeking, norm entrepreneurship and nation 

branding. These theories provide an alternative view to the dominant view of realism within 

IR, in which relations between states are thought to revolve solely around power constructed 

from material capabilities. The theories were used to analyse the actions of the Icelandic 

foreign service in the period from 1999 to 2019. Seven foreign service officials were 

interviewed using semi-structured interviewing, followed by a deductive content analysis of 

the interview transcripts and reports published by Icelandic authorities in the period 1999 to 

2019.  

 The main results of the study are that status-seeking has been a key driver of Iceland’s 

foreign policy actions in the analysed period. Iceland uses methods of moral authority and soft 

power to seek status in the international system, particularly at the UN, by presenting itself as 

an ideal state and an honest broker, both in its domestic affairs and in its work at an 

international level. Iceland utilises the Nordic label to contribute to this image. In addition, 

Iceland has sought status in the period by steadily increasing its involvement in international 

cooperation, particularly multilateral cooperation, in which it can have the most direct 

influence. Iceland is expected to increase its mediation efforts, particularly in the fields of 

ocean affairs and human rights and gender equality, in line with theories on status-seeking 

strategies involving increased international cooperation. Iceland has attempted to become a 

norm entrepreneur in the fields of human rights and gender equality, fisheries and ocean 

affairs, renewable energy and land restoration. The data shows that Iceland has not been 
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nearly as successful in any field as in gender equality, in which it can without a doubt be said 

to be a norm entrepreneur. This is not to say that the country has not been successful in 

producing norms in the other fields, but simply that it has not achieved the same position as 

in gender equality issues. However, Iceland’s position in the other fields may very well change 

in the near future, perhaps even in the next few years, as green issues such as renewable 

energy and land restoration are now receiving much more attention than before, due to the 

public demand for actions in response to climate change.   

It is difficult to claim with any certainty to what extent Iceland has succeeded in seeking 

status. After all, status is relational and measured vis-à-vis the ranking of other states. Status 

and a state’s position in the hierarchy of the international system is entirely dependent upon 

the recognition of the status by other states.282 Thus, Iceland’s status is merely the outcome 

of other states’ perceptions. Those views are not included here, since all of the participants 

were members of Iceland’s own foreign service and the reports analysed were all published 

by Icelandic authorities.  

The research questions in this thesis were not aimed at answering why Iceland is seeking 

status abroad. They only touched upon how it goes about it. However, some of the interview 

transcripts included information that is consistent with certain theories from status scholars 

on why states seek status, for example speculations by the participants on Iceland’s attempts 

to be a useful ally to the great powers, most prominently the USA. This is in line with other 

scholars’ writings on small state status-seeking, such as Wohlforth’s research, in which he 

claims that small states wish to share the limelight with the great powers and try to achieve 

that goal by being a good power or acting with moral authority. Iceland’s relationship with 

China was also discussed in this way by the participants, especially in regard to the countries’ 

trade relations. For this reason, I call for further research on Iceland’s status-seeking efforts, 

aimed at answering why a small state like Iceland seeks status internationally. In addition, 

research on the link between status-seeking and shelter theory in relation to Iceland’s foreign 

policy might be interesting to explore. 
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Appendix 1 – Letter to interviewees 

Erindi: Ósk um viðtal vegna MA-rannsóknar um stöðu og ímynd Íslands á alþjóðavettvangi 

 

Kæri viðtakandi (nafn) 

 

Ég er meistaranemi í alþjóðasamskiptum við Háskóla Íslands og er að skifa lokaritgerð um 
stöðu og ímynd Íslands á alþjóðavettvangi undir handleiðslu Silju Báru Ómarsdóttur. 
Rannsóknin byggir á kenningum um smáríki, hvernig þau öðlast völd á alþjóðavísu, þá 
sérstaklega félagsleg völd í formi jákvæðrar ímyndar á ýmsum sviðum. Smáríki geta á þennan 
hátt haft áhrif á ýmis málefni og fengið leiðtogastöður á þeim sviðum sem þeirra jákvæða 
ímynd byggir á. Einnig byggir hún á kenningum um hvernig smáríki leitast við að styrkja stöðu 
sína og öðlast virðingu frá stærri ríkjum og alþjóðasamfélaginu, til að öðlast meiri áhrif á 
alþjóðavísu. Þetta gera þau þar sem þeim er ekki kleift að sækjast eftir áhrifum með 
hernaðarlegum eða efnahagslegum leiðum vegna smæðar sinnar. 

 

Í rannsókninni hyggst ég skoða hvort og hvernig þessar kenningar eiga við Ísland og stöðu þess 
í alþjóðakerfinu. Mitt markmið er að taka viðtöl við starfsfólk utanríkisþjónustunnar, þá 
sérstaklega aðila sem hafa starfað á alþjóðavettvangi og tekið þátt í að móta utanríkisstefnu 
Íslands á síðustu árum/áratugum. Þar sem þú hefur mikla reynslu af störfum innan 
utanríkisþjónustunnar ákvað ég að hafa samband við þig. 

 

Mig langar að taka viðtal við þig um reynslu þína og viðhorf til framlags, stöðu og ímyndar 
Íslands á alþjóðavettvangi. Það myndi henta mér best að hittast sem allra fyrst, til dæmis í lok 
febrúar, þar sem ég hef knappan tíma til að klára rannsóknina. Með því að taka þátt í 
rannsókninni værir þú að skila mikilvægu framlagi til fræðasamfélagsins. 

 

Með einlægri von um þátttöku þína 

Bestu kveðjur, 

 

Hekla Fjölnisdóttir 

MA nemi í alþjóðasamskiptum 
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Appendix 2 – Interview guide 

Bakgrunnsupplýsingar 
 

1. Gætirðu byrjað á því að segja mér aðeins um þig og þin störf fyrir 
utanríkisþjónustuna?  

a. Í hvaða málaflokkum hefur þú starfað í?  
2. Hvers vegna valdir þú að starfa fyrir Utanríkisráðuneytið? 

 
Ímynd Íslands á alþjóðavettvangi 
 

1. Þegar fulltrúar utanríkisþjónustunnar eru við störf alþjóðlega, hvernig eru boðskiptin 
heim í ráðuneyti?  

a. Er stefnan skýr? Hver er stefnan?  
b. Hver leggur línurnar? 

2. Hvernig framfylgja þú og þínir kollegar stefnunni?  
3. Hver telur þú að ímynd Íslands sé á alþjóðavettvangi? Hvernig horfa önnur ríki og 

fulltrúar þeirra á Ísland? 
a. Hvaða málaflokkar er Ísland helst tengt við? 

4. Hefur Ísland tekið sér dagskrárvald í einhverjum málaflokkum á alþjóðavettvangi að 
þínu mati? 

a. Hvaðan kemur sú ákvörðun/ákvarðanir?  
5. Hvernig er Ísland kynnt fyrir öðrum ríkjum innan alþjóðastofnana og í tvíhliða 

samskiptum? 
 
Utanríkisstefna Íslands, framlag og markmið á alþjóðavettvangi og áherslusvið íslensku 
utanríkisþjónustunnar.  
 

1. Hver er utanríkisstefna Íslands í stuttu máli, helstu atriðin? Telur þú að hún hafi 
breyst á einhvern hátt á síðustu árum eða áratugum? Hverjar eru helstu 
breytingarnar?  

2. Telur þú að stjórnvöld leggi meiri áherslu á utanríkismál í dag heldur en fyrir 
aldamót? Hvernig þá?  

3. Hvaða alþjóðstofnanir leggur Ísland mesta áherslu á, þ.e. hvar er mesti 
mannskapurinn, fjármagnið, framlag til stefnumótunar, o.s.frv.? 

4. Í hvaða málaflokkum telur þú að Ísland sé mest að hasla sér völl? Hvaða málaflokka er 
mest áhersla lögð á? Geturðu nefnt dæmi um hvernig áherslan birtist? 

5. Telur þú að Ísland hafi búið til ákveðin norm eða viðmið í alþjóðakerfinu sem önnur 
ríki viðurkenna, fara eftir, o.s.frv.?  

a. Ef ekki, telurðu að Ísland vilji skapa slík viðmið eða norm eða sé að reyna það? 
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6. Hafa önnur ríki eða alþjóðastofnanir tekið upp stefnu í einhverjum málum sem hægt 
er að rekja til frumkvæðis Íslands? Veistu um einhver slíkt dæmi? 

7. Varðandi tvíhliða samskipti við valdamestu og/eða stærstu ríki heims, til dæmis Kína, 
Bandaríkin, Bretland, Rússland og Frakkland, hver telurðu að staða Íslands sé 
gagnvart þessum ríkjum?  

a. Hvernig telur þú að þessi ríki horfi á Ísland og ímynd landsins? Þá á ég við þína 
upplifun af fundum og samstarfi við fulltrúa þessara ríkja. 

b. Telur þú stöðu Íslands vera að styrkjast gagnvart þessum ríkjum? Hvernig þá?  
8. En gagnvart svokölluðum mið-valdaríkjum (e.middle powers), svo sem Indlandi, 

Brasilíu, Kanada og fleirum? Hvernig er staða Íslands í samskiptum við miðlungs 
valdaríki? 
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Appendix 3 – Coding matrix 

Deductive coding process – Data analysis 

Theories Themes Categories Codes283 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Liberalism 

 

 

 

Constructivism 

 

 

 

Nation-branding 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Methods of status-

seeking 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Acting with moral authority 

 

 

 

 

Increased multilateral cooperation 

 

 

 

 

Image development 

 

 

More emphasis 
Honest broker 
Always listen 
No army 
Prioritisation 
Positive image 
Trust 
Peaceful country 
Purity 
Nature 
Human rights focus 
Presentations 
No enemies 
Good relations with 
great powers 
Sustainability 
Equality 
Gender equality 
Women’s rights 
Strong voice 
Agenda power 
Norm 
Great power in 
fisheries 
Equal pay standard 
UN WOMEN 
Barbershop 
Nordic label 
Nordic cooperation 
Welfare 

                                                        
283 Not all codes included here.  
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Small state theories 

 

 

 

Status-seeking 

 

 

 

Norm-

entrepreneurship 

 

 

 Renewable energy 
Arms Trade Treaty 
CCD 
BBNJ 
UN 
HRC 
More maturity 
Nordic tiredness 
No fireworks 
Wide consensus 
Strong status 
UNU Training 
programmes 
Barbarians of the 
North 
Experience 
Credit 
Increased 
leadership 
More 
professionalism 
It is a bank 
Arctic and China 
Economic crisis 
Image campaign 
More dynamic 
team 
More systematic 
work 
Public diplomacy 
Stronger cultural 
focus 
Respect 
Soft power 
Growing green 
voice 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Norm-

entrepreneurship 

and status-seeking 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nordic label 

 

 

 

Human Rights and Gender Equality 

 

 

 

Fisheries and Ocean Affairs 

 

 

 

Renewable Energy and Land 

Restoration 
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