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Abstract 
 

In the face of a global headwind against sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), 

led by the Trump administration, Sweden has worked together with like-minded countries to 

keep ground in SRHR issues. The purpose of this thesis is to increase the knowledge about 

what strategies are available for small states to influence global policies in international 

organizations. Looking at the period of 2017–2019, this thesis aims to answer the question: 

“Which strategies has Sweden used to establish leadership in sexual and reproductive health 

and rights issues in the United Nations?” The analysis through the framework of leadership 

theory shows that Sweden utilized all strategies investigated (ideational, structural, directional 

and instrumental), acting like an efficient leader. Despite previous research assuming small 

states would rely less on traditional sources of power, Sweden actively deployed its structural 

resources, covering the gap after the Trump administration defunded the United Nations 

Population Fund. As a result of Sweden’s and other actors’ efforts, agreed language was 

protected at the Commission on Population and Development. 

 

Keywords: Swedish Leadership; Small States; Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights; 

Commission on Population and Development; Feminist Foreign Policy. 

  



iv 

 

Table of contents 
Abbreviations ............................................................................................................................. v 

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 1 

1.1 Aim and research question ............................................................................................... 1 

1.2 Limitations ....................................................................................................................... 2 

1.3 Disposition ....................................................................................................................... 2 

1.4 The concept of sexual and reproductive health and rights ............................................... 2 

2. Previous research .................................................................................................................... 4 

2.1 Small states in international organizations ....................................................................... 4 

2.2 Leadership in international cooperation ........................................................................... 5 

2.3 Global sexual and reproductive health and rights policy ................................................. 6 

3. Theoretical framework ........................................................................................................... 7 

3.1.  Leadership theory ........................................................................................................... 7 

3. Methodology and research design .......................................................................................... 9 

4. Result and analysis ............................................................................................................... 12 

4.1 Sweden’s goals ............................................................................................................... 12 

4.2 Sweden’s leadership strategies ....................................................................................... 12 

4.2.1 Ideational leadership ............................................................................................... 12 

4.2.2 Structural leadership ................................................................................................ 16 

4.2.3 Directional leadership ............................................................................................. 17 

4.2.4 Instrumental leadership ........................................................................................... 18 

5. Discussion and conclusion ................................................................................................... 21 

6. References ............................................................................................................................ 23 

 

 
 

 

 

  



v 

 

Abbreviations 
 

CPD Commission on Population and Development 

CSE Comprehensive Sexuality Education 

CSW Commission on the Status of Women 

ECOSOC Economic and Social Council 

EU European Union 

HRC Human Rights Council 

ICPD International Conference on Population and Development 

PoA Programme of Action 

SDG Sustainable Development Goals 

SRHR Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights  

SRH-RR Sexual and Reproductive Health and Reproductive Rights 

UHC Universal Health Coverage 

UN United Nations 

UNGA United Nations General Assembly 

UNSC United Nations Security Council 

US United States 

WHO World Health Organization 

  



1 

 

1. Introduction  
 

There is currently a backlash against global norms of gender equality, as exemplified by the 

statement made by the United States’ president Donald Trump at 2019’s general debate in the 

UN General Assembly. The phrase “we are aware that many United Nations projects have 

attempted to assert a global right to taxpayer-funded abortion […] Global bureaucrats have 

absolutely no business attacking the sovereignty of nations that wish to protect innocent life” 

(Trump 2019) illustrate how the Trump administration have made it a top priority to counter 

policies on sexual and reproductive health and rights (hereafter SRHR). Although, the US’s 

policy is the most noticeable, as it is such a heavy player in world politics, several other 

countries have also recently seen similar developments. This includes members of the EU, 

which has challenged the unity within the EU.1 In the face of this headwind, Sweden has 

struggled together with other like-minded countries to keep ground in SRHR issues in 

international politics. With an explicitly feminist foreign policy, Sweden has taken the 

position of a “leading defender of SRHR” (Government Offices of Sweden 2019a, 6, 19, 106).  

 

According to the influential international relations perspective of realism, that the powerful 

will do as they like, it would seem impossible to stand up against the US in this scenario. Yet, 

small states are not completely powerless (Chong and Maass 2010, 381). This thesis sets out 

to investigate what a small state can do when up against a great power. While previous 

research has shown that even small states can influence global policies by utilizing niche 

diplomacy and normative power strategies, it has not outlined the reliance on different 

strategies. By applying leadership theory to analyze how the small state Sweden has worked 

to promote SRHR in the UN, this thesis aims to expand the knowledge on the behavior of 

small states in international organizations and the strategies available to them.  

 

 

1.1 Aim and research question  
 

The purpose of this thesis is to increase the knowledge about what strategies are available for 

small states to influence global policies in international organizations. This is done through 

examining the various strategies that Sweden has used to keep ground in SRHR issues in the 

UN, during the period January 2017 until the end of 2019. This time period was chosen 

because it is the period of the Trump Presidency so far and a particularly strong backlash 

against SRHR. Utilizing theories on leadership in international cooperation, this thesis traces 

several UN processes to see which strategies Sweden used to keep ground in SRHR issues. 

The thesis aims to answer the following question: 

 

Which strategies has Sweden used to establish leadership in sexual and 

reproductive health and rights issues in the United Nations?  

 

 

 

 
1 The Lisbon Treaty which came in effect 2009 means that the EU must speak with a unified voice on foreign 

policy issues, with the effect that conservative countries can block progressive EU positions on SRHR in UN 

negotiations. This has primarily been done by Poland, Hungary and Malta (Girard 2017, 10). 
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1.2 Limitations 
 

Due to the complexity of causal factors and the scope of this thesis, a major assessment of 

whether Sweden has succeeded in its goal attainment will not be carried out. This is because 

Sweden is not the sole leader in SRHR issues, but rather works together with other like-

minded countries. Moreover, Sweden acts through the EU in several UN processes. It is 

therefore difficult to disentangle the Swedish contribution from that of the EU. This thesis can 

therefore only tentatively say something about the possibility of a small state to influence the 

policy in an international organization. Due to the limited scope, this thesis will neither 

answer questions about whether other countries perceive Sweden as a leader, although it is an 

important aspect of leadership. Finally, although SRHR involves many levels of policy, this 

thesis will focus on SRHR within the UN policy framework and only briefly touch upon 

Sweden’s work on the country level and in the EU. Within the UN framework, the thesis will 

primarily focus on the Commission on Population and Development (hereafter CPD) yearly 

sessions and the UN Population Fund (UNFPA). While Sweden is represented by the EU in 

the CPD sessions – unlike in UNFPA where Sweden is a board member – it still has an active 

policy to influence both the EU policy and the final outcome of the sessions. This thesis 

focuses on Sweden’s policy, and not the EU’s, because the unity within the EU has varied, 

leaving to Sweden and other countries having to act independently of the EU. 

 

 

1.3 Disposition 
 

In the following, the concept of SRHR is explained. Thereafter, previous research is presented 

on small states, leadership and SRHR. This is followed by a section outlining the theoretical 

framework of leadership theory and a section describing the method and material used. 

Thereafter, the results are presented in a structure with one part describing Sweden’s 

leadership goals and thereafter four parts corresponding to different leadership modes. Lastly, 

a discussion and conclusion are provided. 

 

 

1.4 The concept of sexual and reproductive health and rights 
 

In this section, the concept of SRHR is explained in order to give insight into the current 

international consensus, controversial aspects and Sweden’s position.  

 

The concept of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) was established as a part of 

the right to health at the Cairo International Conference on Population and Development 

(hereafter ICPD) in 1994 and was reaffirmed at the Fourth World Conference on Women in 

Beijing in 1995. These conferences resulted in the ICPD Programme of Action (hereafter 

ICPD PoA) and the Beijing Declaration Platform for Action which, combined with outcome 

documents from review conferences, form the international consensus on the SRHR 

framework (Starrs et al. 2018, 2644–45). The time frame to accomplish the ICPD Programme 

of Action was initially set to twenty years but was extended in 2010, as the goals were not 

being met fast enough. It is now set to be realized within the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

development (Nairobi Summit CPD 2020). 
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The ICPD PoA defined reproductive health as “[…] a state of complete physical, mental and 

social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity, in all matters relating to 

the reproductive system and to its functions and processes.” This included information about 

and access to family planning methods, and access to pregnancy and childbirth healthcare 

(United Nations 1995 § 7.2). Reproductive rights were defined in the PoA as the already 

existing human rights that “[…] rest on the recognition of all couples and individuals to 

decide freely and responsibly the number, spacing and timing of their children and to have the 

information and means to do so, and the right to attain the highest standard of sexual and 

reproductive health. It also includes their right to make decisions concerning reproduction free 

of discrimination, coercion and violence, as expressed in human rights documents” (United 

Nations 1995 § 7.3). The PoA defined sexual health as having the purpose of “[…] the 

enhancement of life and personal relations, and not merely counselling and care related to 

reproduction and sexually transmitted diseases” (United Nations 1995 § 7.2). The PoA did not 

define sexual rights as it was considered too controversial at the time (Jordal 2014, 30). 

However, the Beijing agreement added that “The human rights of women include their right 

to have control over and decide freely and responsibly on matters related to their sexuality, 

including sexual and reproductive health, free of coercion, discrimination and violence” 

(United Nations 1996 § 96). 

 

Since the adoption of the ICPD PoA and the Beijing agreement, there has been a continuous 

debate about what SRHR should include. The SRHR issues that have been most difficult to 

reach consensus on are the right to abortion and the sexual rights of women and girls, 

adolescents and people of diverse sexual orientations and gender identities. The ICPD PoA 

only calls for abortion to be safe where it is legal, and the Beijing agreement for countries to 

review laws that criminalize abortion (Starrs et al. 2018, 2645). 

 

Sweden’s definition of sexual and reproductive health and rights is based on the Guttmacher-

Lancet report, which came out 2018, although Sweden already used the same definition 

beforehand (National commitment by Sweden 2019). The report builds on various UN 

agreements, regional agreements, publications by the World Health Organization (hereafter 

WHO) and international human rights treaties and principles to form a progressive definition 

of SRHR. It includes sexual rights, including the right of persons to “make free, informed, and 

voluntary decisions on their sexuality, sexual orientation, and gender identity” as well as the 

right to “access safe abortion services” (Starrs et al. 2018, 2646).  

 

As this overview shows, SRHR is a contested concept in international human rights law. 

While the ICPD PoA and Beijing agreement established a consensus baseline, progressive 

countries like Sweden continue to argue that SRHR goes further based on other UN 

agreements, while conservative countries may even attempt to bring the agreed language from 

the ICPD PoA into question. 
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2. Previous research 
 

The following section outlines three main fields that this thesis can provide new knowledge 

in: small states in international organizations, leadership in international cooperation and 

global SRHR policy. By analyzing how Sweden has used various leadership strategies to 

promote SRHR policy in the UN, the goal is to expand previous on research on small state 

behavior in international organizations, primarily through outlining the reliance on different 

strategies. Another goal is to add to the research on leadership by expanding the empirical 

research on small states, a previously neglected focus area. Not least, a goal is to add to the 

research on global SRHR policy through studying the political dynamics in UN processes 

around SRHR during the period of the Trump Administration. 

 

 

2.1 Small states in international organizations 
 

Within the international relations literature, states tend to be divided into great powers, middle 

powers and small states (Ingebritsen, Neumann, and Gstöhl 2006). This division highlights an 

underlying view of small states as relatively powerless. Especially, within the realist school of 

thought, small states have been seen as relegated to rather limited strategy options and 

influence on the international system, which has motivated a focus on the great powers in the 

field (Gleason, Kozhirova, and Kerimbekova 2008, 2).  

 

The view of most IR scholars is that these unequal power relations, to some extent, are 

replicated in international institutions. For example, in the UN, small states lack the veto 

power that comes with a permanent seat in the UN Security Council (hereafter UNSC), they 

have smaller diplomatic missions and they tend to have informal obligations to big states 

based on economic or military dependence (Lupel and Mälksoo 2019, 6). At the same time, 

institutions offer an arena to debate power relations, which makes small states natural 

defenders of international institutions and a multilateral, rule-based international order 

(Ingebritsen, Neumann, and Gstöhl 2006, 20; Lupel and Mälksoo 2019, 10). Small states are 

however associated with certain advantages. The lack of a large bureaucracy may allow small 

states to maneuver quickly, and they can focus on a particular policy area and move it forward 

through “niche diplomacy” (Lupel and Mälksoo 2019, 7). Earlier research has shown that 

Sweden effectively utilized niche diplomacy in the humanitarian field in the UNSC, as a pen 

holder for humanitarian resolutions on Syria2 (Lupel and Mälksoo 2019, 7).  

 

Within the research on small states, Sweden has sometimes been recognized as a small state 

that acts like a medium size state. This was the case in the campaign for a seat in the UNSC, 

where Sweden saw the seat as a real opportunity to shape the agenda, unlike most small states 

who tended to be more skeptical of the possibilities of influence (Ekengren, Dybfest Hjorthen, 

and Möller Forthcoming). 

 

It has also been shown in a study by Annika Björkdahl that Sweden effectively utilized norm 

advocacy strategies to “punch above its weight” and establish conflict prevention as a part of 

 
2 A pen holder is a member of the UNSC who initiates and chairs the informal drafting process of a decision (UN 

term 2020). 
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the EU’s common foreign and security policy. The study argues that norm advocacy, also 

‘soft’ or ‘ideational power’, is a strategy more likely to be adopted by countries with limited 

military capabilities. Moreover, through using normative power, even small states can 

influence global policy (Björkdahl 2008, 136). The case has also been made for the Nordic 

countries (Ingebritsen 2002, 11–12). The strategy of norm advocacy partly overlaps with 

ideational leadership3, which is one of four strategies in the theoretical framework of this 

thesis (this will be expanded upon in the theory section). Because norm advocacy/ideational 

leadership is seen as a strategy that small states are particularly prone to adopt, it is interesting 

to see to what extent Sweden relied on ideational leadership compared to other strategies.  

 

Small states are usually defined either by their population size – with the standard definition 

being a population of 10 million or less4 – or their economic, military, and administrative 

capacity (Lupel and Mälksoo 2019, 2; Thorhallsson and Bailes 2016, 296). Sweden is a state 

with a large capacity despite its small population, nevertheless its resources will not suffice 

for it be recognized as a great power5 (Ingebritsen, Neumann, and Gstöhl 2006, 8). This thesis 

aligns itself with previous research in treating Sweden as a small state (see for example Lupel 

and Mälksoo 2019; Björkdahl 2008; Ekengren, Dybfest Hjorthen, and Möller Forthcoming; 

Ingebritsen 2002) but also opens the debate on whether Sweden should actually be identified 

as a middle power in the UN, considering that it is the sixth largest donor to the UN system 

(Government Offices of Sweden 2018). 

 

While previous research has highlighted Sweden as a small state that acts like a medium size 

state in certain aspects, it has not to a large extent explored the reliance on different strategies. 

This thesis can add to the scholarship on small states’ behavior in international organizations 

through exploring what different strategies a small state can deploy to influence global policy. 

Through focusing on the case of Sweden, a small state with high ambitions in the UN, it can 

give insight into which strategies a small state can deploy to promote an issue in the UN. 

 

 

2.2 Leadership in international cooperation 
 

Leadership has been shown to be an important component in international cooperation, in 

order to guide state behavior and reach international agreements (Parker and Karlsson 2013, 

2). Leadership in international cooperation has been dealt with mainly within the international 

relations literature. The previous research has outlined ways to differentiate between forms of 

leadership (this will be expanded on in the theory section) and highlighted the demand and 

 
3 Norm advocacy and leadership theory are different theories and the overlap between them is not perfect. 

Björkdahl’s definition of norm advocacy strategy includes framing, agenda-setting and diplomatic tactics, such 

as coalition-building (Björkdahl 2008, 138). It therefore overlaps with what in leadership theory is called 

ideational leadership, which aims to affect the agenda, and to some extent also with instrumental leadership, 

which is about coalition-building. The important aspect of norm advocacy for the argument made in this thesis is 

that it excludes the use of structural power. 
4 In this study, Sweden is treated as a small state despite having a population slightly over 10 million. 
5 For comparison, the US, which is considered a great power, provided 10 billion USD to the UN in 2018 

(earning the place as top donor) and has a diplomatic staff at their permanent mission to the UN of around 150 

people. Sweden gave 2.1 billion USD to the UN in 2018 and has a diplomatic staff of almost 40 people (United 

Nations System Chief Executives Board for Coordination 2018; United States Mission to the United Nations 

2020; Representation New York, FN 2020). 



6 

 

supply sides of leadership (i.e. the leader and the followers) (Underdal 1994; Young 1991). 

Empirically, previous research has focused on leadership in environment and climate change 

policy, and to some extent on trade, fisheries, forestry and endangered species (Parker and 

Karlsson 2013, 10). It has tended to focus on big actors such as the US and the EU (Parker 

and Karlsson 2013, 13).  

 

The disadvantages for small states to influence global policy outlined in previous research 

could explain the focus on bigger actors as leaders in international cooperation. Nevertheless, 

as argued above, small states can also use leadership strategies to push an issue forward. This 

thesis can contribute to the research on leadership by showing how small states use leadership 

strategies, adding to the knowledge on the dynamics of leadership in international cooperation. 

 

 

2.3 Global sexual and reproductive health and rights policy 
 

The previous research on global SRHR policy has focused on the historical development of 

the SRHR framework and the challenges and opportunities for achieving SRHR. It has been 

dealt with mostly by scholars on health policy, international human rights law and 

international relations. 

 

Linda Gilby has traced the changes in SRHR language in the UN from 2014 to 2019. Her 

study analyzes country statements from selected countries and groups at the Commission on 

Population and Development (CPD) and outcome documents from the Commission on the 

Status of Women (hereafter CSW), the UN General Assembly (hereafter UNGA) and the 

Human Rights Council (hereafter HRC). The result is that important SRHR language has 

disappeared since the Trump administration came into office. Language on abortion has 

completely disappeared from the CSW outcome documents and language on Comprehensive 

Sexuality Education (hereafter CSE) has changed in UN resolutions and CSW outcome 

documents, with a removal of sexuality and increased emphasis on the role of the family 

(Gilby 2019). The study is a master’s thesis and therefore has certain limitations, nevertheless 

it provides a point of comparison for this thesis. Gilby studied the country statements at the 

CPD sessions in order to map the opposition and contested areas, but did not focus on the 

outcomes, probably because there on several occasions was no outcome text available. This 

thesis can fill the gap by analyzing the outcomes at the CPD sessions and through this give a 

fuller picture of the development of global SRHR policy by answering whether the CPD, 

arguably the most important UN policy body for SRHR, has seen the same development as 

the CSW, UNGA and HRC resolutions. 

 

To summarize, previous research has highlighted structural disadvantages for small states to 

influence global policy and tended to focus on major powers as leaders. However, it has been 

shown that Sweden and other small states have been able to “punch above their weight” using 

niche diplomacy and normative power strategies. This thesis can further increase the 

knowledge about small states in international organizations through studying the reliance on 

different leadership strategies. Finally, it expands the current research on global SRHR policy 

through studying the political dynamics in UN processes around SRHR during the period of 

the Trump Administration.  
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3. Theoretical framework 
 

As previous research has shown, leadership is an important aspect of solving common 

problems in international politics. With an explicitly feminist foreign policy, Sweden has 

taken the position of a “leading defender of SRHR” (Government Offices of Sweden 2019a, 6, 

19, 106). In order to answer the question of which strategies Sweden used to establish 

leadership in SRHR in the UN, the following section will analytically outline four modes of 

leadership. 

 

 

3.1.  Leadership theory 
 

Several scholars have tried to conceptualize leadership and most of them have dealt with it in 

a similar way. Parker and Karlsson have summarized the research in a coherent theoretical 

framework (Parker and Karlsson 2013, 3). Their framework is used in this thesis since it 

represents the accumulated theoretical insights from previous research and offers a straight-

forward tool for studying leadership in international cooperation. Leadership has been defined 

in classical scholarly work on leadership as an “asymmetrical relationship of influence in 

which one actor guides or directs the behavior of others toward a certain goal” (Underdal 

1994, 178). As Parker and Karlsson have pointed out, this definition contains four elements: 

the leader, the followers, the mode of leadership and the goal (Parker and Karlsson 2013, 4).  

 

While this thesis will not focus on the followers, it is to be noted that Sweden is part of a 

group of leaders, in terms of financial support and political engagement for SRHR, together 

with like-minded countries. The followers would be all those countries that join this leading 

group of countries in promoting SRHR. Since this thesis is focused on the UN, it should be 

noted that the primary actors in focus are states. 

 

Drawing on the dominant scholarship in this field, Parker and Karlson have summarized four 

modes of leadership, which will be used to form the analytical framework. These are as 

follows. 

 

Ideational leadership 

Ideational leadership is about naming and framing problems and promoting certain policy 

solutions by changing perceptions and being innovative. This is done through raising 

consciousness about collective problems and proposing joint solutions, which involves 

changing perceptions about the problem as well as making innovative proposals about how to 

address the problem, in order to change the position of the others. It involves agenda-setting 

and efforts to shape negotiation outcomes (Parker and Karlsson 2013, 7; 2018, 522). 

 

Structural leadership 

Structural leadership refers to the ability by actions or resources to incentivize or create costs 

for certain policies. This type of leadership comes from the power of the actor to take action 

or use its resources through coercion or creating benefits. Thereby, the actor changes the gains 

and losses of certain outcomes of an issue area. It is important for structural leadership to 
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possess power resources to put weight behind threats or promises (Parker and Karlsson 2013, 

6, 8). 

 

Directional leadership 

This means leading by example through taking action unilaterally. By making the first move, 

the actor demonstrates the feasibility of the promoted solution and earns credibility through 

“walking the walk”. It is important for directional leadership to be perceived as an actor who 

keeps one’s word and matches rhetoric with reality over the long term (Parker and Karlsson 

2013, 6–8). 

 

Instrumental leadership 

This mode refers to using negotiation skills to form coalitions and make deals. While this 

mode involves developing proposals, similar to ideational leadership, it is a more long-term 

process aimed at altering the goals of others. It is about forming coalitions and leadership 

alliances, as well as acting like a bridge-builder and solving negotiation problems (Parker and 

Karlsson 2013, 7; 2018, 522). 

 

In order to exercise effective leadership, scholars agree that it is often necessary to combine 

different modes of leadership. For example, simply relying on making innovative proposals 

(ideational) and leading by example (directional leadership) is not likely to be enough but 

needs to be combined with the persuasion that comes with structural power. Still, solely 

relying on structural power is difficult because it requires such a large amount of resources 

(Parker and Karlsson 2018, 7). It is further necessary to possess capabilities as well as 

credibility. Different leadership modes require different types of credibility. For example, 

structural leadership requires that the actor is seen as having the resources and the political 

will to deploy them. Directional leadership, on the other hand, is more reliant on the actor 

being seen as keeping their word. Thus, performance and past track record are more important 

for directional leadership than structural leadership. To effectively exercise all leadership 

modes is therefore a big challenge (Parker and Karlsson 2013, 7–8). In the methodology 

section below, this theoretical framework will be operationalized in an analytical scheme. 
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3. Methodology and research design 
 

The methodology used in this thesis is content analysis and process tracing. Process tracing is 

used in case studies where a historical process is traced in order to get a deeper understanding 

of the course of events (Teorell and Svensson 2007, 247–49). In order to study which 

strategies Sweden used to establish leadership in SRHR, Sweden’s policy in SRHR was 

mapped through interviews with key officials of the Swedish Foreign Service. These 

interviews, together with previous research and the theoretical framework, guided the choice 

of documents which were interpreted using content analysis. The main processes were 

identified, based on this mapping, as the Commission on Population and Development (CPD) 

yearly sessions and the UN Population Fund (UNFPA). 

 

Content analysis aims to systematically describe the content of a text. It can be quantitative, 

which means that occurrences in the text are counted, or qualitative, which involves looking 

at the text in its entirety (Boréus and Bergström 2012, 50). This thesis utilized both qualitative 

and quantitative content analysis. The analysis was done thematically as well as – when 

possible – over time, to investigate the development in the chosen time period. For example, 

to investigate how the instrumental leadership (i.e. coalition-building) developed, the number 

of countries making a joint pro-SRHR statement at the CPD session (that is, the major UN 

forum where SRHR issues are discussed) were measured for each year, allowing for a 

quantitative analysis of how the size of the pro-SRHR coalition changed. For the directional 

leadership mode (i.e. leading by example) however, there was not the same possibility to 

measure this over time. Instead, this part is a qualitative analysis of occasions when Sweden 

has lifted itself as an example to show the feasibility of progressive SRHR-policies. 

 

A limitation with process tracing is that it can be difficult to establish causality based on a 

single case. Because this study only focuses on Sweden’s actions, it is difficult to establish a 

direct cause and effect relationship between Sweden’s actions and the outcome of global 

SRHR politics. In order to do that, one would have to study all actors involved in SRHR 

politics and try to break down the contribution of each individual actor, such as like-minded 

countries and the EU (Teorell and Svensson 2007, 247–61). This is the main reason that no 

major goal assessment is done of Sweden’s SRHR policy. 

 

In order to establish a leadership ambition for Sweden, public policy pronouncements were 

analyzed for content that give evidence of goals to lead in SRHR. In order to answer the 

question of which strategies Sweden used to establish leadership in SRHR issues in the UN, 

an analytical scheme was developed (Figure 1), based on Parker’s and Karlsson’s summary of 

leadership theory (Parker and Karlsson 2013). This was used when interpreting the documents. 

To identify the type of leadership, specific questions were used. If the documents scored 

positively on the questions, it was considered as evidence of Sweden’s use of the 

corresponding leadership mode. Likewise, if the documents scored negatively, it was 

considered as a lack of evidence of the same. To illustrate the use of each strategy, examples 

are included below from Parker’s and Karlsson’s study of American leadership in the UN 

climate negotiations. 
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Figure 1. Analytical scheme 

Modes of 

leadership 

Explanation Identified by Examples 

Ideational Naming and 

framing 

problems and 

promoting 

certain solutions 

by changing 

perceptions and 

being innovative 

Has the actor 

managed to get 

its wording of the 

problem and the 

solution it has 

promoted into the 

final outcome? 

YES: In the UN climate meeting 

COP15 in Copenhagen, the US 

presented a vision of a deal where 

the major emitting emitters would be 

included. The outcome document, 

the Accord, stated an expectation for 

the major emitters to act (Parker and 

Karlsson 2018, 524). 

Structural Ability by 

actions/resources 

to incentivize or 

create costs for 

certain policies 

Has the actor 

deployed 

resources 

(financial or 

other) or actions 

(such as 

diplomatic 

trades) that have 

persuaded others 

to follow their 

policy 

suggestion? 

YES: The US offered incentives for 

developing countries by calling for 

$100 billion a year to support their 

climate adaptation (Parker and 

Karlsson 2018, 524). 

 

NO: At the same time, the US has 

been criticized for not supporting 

mandatory finance commitments in 

COP21 in Paris. This was considered 

as a lack of structural leadership in 

relation to the US’s capacities. 

(Parker and Karlsson 2018, 525).  

Directional Leading by 

example 

Has the actor 

itself 

demonstrated the 

feasibility of the 

policy through 

practice and 

taking the first 

step? 

YES: The US itself committed to 

more ambitious reduction targets at 

the COP15 in Copenhagen (Parker 

and Karlsson 2018, 525). 

 

NO: At the same time the credibility 

of this leadership could be 

questioned since the US choose 2005 

as a base year instead of the Kyoto 

Protocol’s base year of 1990, leading 

to less ambitious targets than the EU 

(Parker and Karlsson 2018, 525). 

Instrumental Using 

negotiation skills 

to form 

coalitions and 

make deals 

Has the actor 

formed coalitions 

with others and 

pushed for 

solutions to 

negotiation 

problems? 

YES: US president Barack Obama 

lobbied intensely before COP21 in 

Paris to form an alliance with China. 

In September 2015 Obama and 

China’s leader Xi Jinping made a 

joint presidential statement where 

they presented a shared vision for the 

climate negotiations (Parker and 

Karlsson 2018, 526). 

 

Background interviews were conducted with four key informants from the Swedish Foreign 

Service to gain insight into the main processes and policies around SRHR. However, the 

interpretations made in this thesis are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the 

official policy or position of any agency of the Swedish government. 
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A large number of official documents from the Swedish government were analyzed. These 

were found at the government’s website through using the keywords: “SRHR” and “sexual 

and reproductive health and rights”. Additionally, internal documents from the government 

were requested and used as material. These include government instructions to, and reports 

from, the delegation to the CPD sessions for the years 2017-2019 and the Nairobi Summit in 

2019. Moreover, statements from the CPD sessions and Nairobi summit were used, which can 

be found online. For a complete list of all source documents, see the references.  

 

Criticism could be raised against the reliance on primarily sources from the Swedish 

government as evidence for Sweden taking leadership on SRHR. These sources are likely to 

have a bias as the Swedish government would have an interest in enhancing its own role and 

omit anything that could shed a negative light on its policy. However, as this thesis is 

primarily aimed at outlining the reliance on different strategies, and not to evaluate Sweden’s 

goal attainment or to what extent other actors see Sweden as a leader, this does not largely 

affect the thesis’ validity. 
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4. Result and analysis 
 

In this section, the results of the thesis are presented. First, Sweden’s leadership goals in 

SRHR are introduced. Then, the various strategies Sweden has used to establish leadership are 

analyzed in sub-sections, corresponding to the four modes of leadership outlined in the theory 

section: ideational, structural, directional and instrumental.   

 

4.1 Sweden’s goals 
 

Sweden has a long-standing tradition of prioritizing SRHR in its foreign policy6 and in 2014 

Sweden launched the world’s first feminist foreign policy. The policy has six objectives, one 

of which is to contribute to all women’s and girls’ SRHR. In the government’s Handbook on 

Feminist Foreign Policy, the Swedish government describes itself as a “leading defender of 

SRHR” in the face of global headwinds. It is also noted in the Handbook that Sweden has 

increased its efforts in reaction to increased global resistance (Government Offices of Sweden 

2019a, 6, 19, 29, 106). 

 

 

4.2 Sweden’s leadership strategies 
 

In a report from October 2017, which gives examples from the first three years of 

implementing the feminist foreign policy, it is noted that Sweden uses a “broad range of tools” 

to promote SRHR, including “development cooperation, board responsibilities, public 

diplomacy, communications, dialogue, negotiation and, not least, alliance building” 

(Government Offices of Sweden 2017b, 14). It is to be expected that Sweden would rely on 

more than one leadership strategy, because effective leadership usually requires a 

combination of strategies (Parker and Karlsson 2013, 7). In the following pages Sweden’s 

strategies will be divided analytically in order to more clearly outline the reliance on different 

modes of leadership. 

 

 

4.2.1 Ideational leadership 

 

This part analyzes if Sweden has exercised ideational leadership, by answering the question: 

Has the actor managed to get its wording of the problem and the solution it has promoted into 

the final outcome? In order to do this, an analysis is made of Sweden’s goals and the 

outcomes at the 2017–2019 sessions of the Commission on Population and Development 

(CPD) – the yearly review conference of the International Conference on Population and 

Development Programme of Action (ICPD PoA). Although not technically a part of the CPD 

process, but of normative importance, The Nairobi Summit – a high-level meeting 

commemorating the 25-year anniversary of the ICDP – is also analyzed. 

 

 

 
6 For example, Sweden actively pushed for further-going SRHR policies at the CSW in 1995 (Government 

Offices of Sweden 1996, 75). 
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4.2.1.1 Sweden’s goals and the outcomes at the Commission on Population and Development 

 

The CPD was established by the Economic and Social Council (hereafter ECOSOC) in 1994 

to monitor the implementation of the ICPD PoA, in a three-tier mechanism together with the 

UNGA and ECOSOC (UNDESA 2020). The annual session of the CPD in New York is a 

forum for Member States to set priorities for the international community on population issues 

and to adopt resolutions to further advance the ICPD agenda (UN CPD 2014, 3–5).  

 

Sweden is represented by the EU in the CPD negotiations. The instruction for the delegation 

provides guidance “during the EU-coordination meetings in New York, as well as during the 

negotiations [author’s translation]” (The Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2017a, 1). According to 

the instruction, the Swedish delegation should work for a common EU position based on 

Sweden’s broad priorities (The Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2017a, 1–2). 

 

Sweden’s position in the negotiations at the CPD sessions is that “Agreed formulations and 

terms in the Program of Action from Cairo should be kept and if possible strengthened. 

[author’s translation]” (The Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2017a, 3; 2018, 3). It also adds that: 

“Against the background that there are different opinions about which of the writings in 

agreed language7 that should apply, it is important that Sweden and the EU defend the texts 

from the International Conference of Population and Development in Cairo 1995 and its 

follow-up reviews, including the Commission on the Status of Women and the previous 

resolutions by the Commission on Population and Development. The language should neither 

be below the bar laid by agreed language in the 2030 Agenda [author’s translation]” (The 

Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2017a, 3; 2018, 3). 

 

Based on this, Sweden’s goal in the negotiations can be characterized as: keep agreed 

language and make advances when possible. In order to determine whether Sweden has 

managed to influence the wording of the problem and promote its suggested solution (i.e. 

keep the language intact/make advances), the outcomes from the CPD sessions are analyzed 

below.  

 

 

CPD 2017 

 

In 2017, for the second time in a few years (the last time 2015), no resolution was adopted at 

the CPD session. The Member States could not agree on the text and this led the Chair to 

withdraw the draft as it was seen as lacking consensus. The new US Administration could not 

accept any reference to abortion or Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) and demanded 

formulations about sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights (hereafter SRH-

RR)8 with qualifications, which had never previously been the case in CPD. A compromise 

 
7 The content in the resolutions adopted at the CPD sessions are important in shaping international norms and 

standards. This is partly done through establishing “agreed language”. Agreed language is text that has 

previously been agreed by Member States, so the parties should not have a problem to agree upon it again 

(Webber Gaudiosi, Leiva Roesch, and Wu 2019, 49–50). 
8 Note that the term SRH-RR excludes sexual rights. The qualifications, which had never been used before in 

CPD, were: “sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights in accordance with the Programme of 

Action of the International Conference on Population and Development and the Beijing Platform for Action and 
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was laid forward by the Chair, including a strong national sovereignty paragraph and 

paragraphs on the family. Nevertheless, it could not be accepted by some delegations. In the 

end, a Chair’s summary was presented instead (The Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2017b, 1–3). 

Although, arguably, the language was not weakened by this – as there was no change in 

language, it is hard to characterize the outcome as in line with Swedish goals. Not adopting a 

resolution at all can be seen as a threat to the legitimacy of the ICDP PoA. 

 

 

CPD 2018 

 

In 2018, once again, no resolution was adopted. 27 EU member states and other pro-SRHR 

countries were ready to accept the draft, which included qualifications for one of the SRH-RR 

formulations in exchange for a weaker sovereignty paragraph. The adoption of the resolution 

was blocked by the US, which did not accept the language on SRH-RR. The African Group 

also opposed the weaker sovereignty paragraph (The Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2018, 1–3). 

The outcome can thus be characterized as the same as in 2017, that is, not in line with 

Swedish goals and a threat to the legitimacy of the ICPD PoA. 

 

 

CPD 2019 

 

In 2019, due to previous years’ difficulties to adopt a negotiated resolution, a shorter political 

declaration – confirming earlier agreed language at the ICPD and its follow-up reviews – had 

been prepared for adoption. The instruction to the Swedish delegation to the CPD stated that, 

in the case the declaration was not adopted, Sweden was to work together with like-minded 

countries to make sure the agreement reached through silent procedure would be respected 

(The Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2019a, 2–3). In the end, the declaration was adopted, 

“without drama [author’s translation]”, as phrased in the report from the conference (The 

Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2019b, 1). It can be concluded that Swedish priorities helped 

shape the outcome of the CPD 2019 session, as the declaration was adopted. It could be 

argued that Swedish priorities had been lowered to match the political reality as there was no 

longer hope of adopting a resolution. However, the outcome can also be said to be in line with 

Sweden’s position to defend existing language and make progress when possible. As the time 

was not favorable for making progress, adopting a declaration confirming existing language is 

here interpreted as a way to keep status quo. 

 

 

4.2.1.2 Sweden’s goals and the outcomes at the Nairobi Summit 

 

The Nairobi Summit was a high-level meeting, held in November 2019, to commemorate the 

25-year anniversary of the ICPD. It was co-convened by the governments of Kenya and 

Denmark and UNFPA. The purpose of the meeting was to confirm the commitments made in 

Cairo in 1994 and to speed up the implementation of the PoA in synergy with the Sustainable 

Development Goals (hereafter SDGs). The expected outcome of the summit was a non-

 
the outcome documents of their review conferences [author’s italicization]” (The Ministry for Foreign Affairs 

2017b, 3). 
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negotiated document, the “Nairobi Statement”. The Nairobi Statement had been drafted after 

six months of consultations with various stakeholders, led by the International Steering 

Committee on ICPD25. It was non-binding and countries and other stakeholders could choose 

to support it entirely, partly or not at all (Nairobi Summit CPD 2020). 

 

The adoption of the statement was in line with Swedish goals, not least because of the 

phrasings, which can be interpreted as an advancement in line with Sweden’s priorities. For 

example, the document agreed to strive for universal access to SRHR, instead of the less 

progressive SRH-RR, including access to safe abortion. (Nairobi Summit CPD 2020) It can be 

seen as a success that 55 countries (including Sweden) endorsed the outcome document in a 

joint statement, which also endorsed the Guttmacher-Lancet Commission’s definition of 

SRHR (Joint Statement delivered by H.E Mr. Jackson Mthembu 2019). 

 

At the same time, the US and nine other countries9 mobilized in a statement criticizing the 

SRHR phrasings, abortion references and phrasing around sex education for youth. The 

statement strongly criticized the process by which the Nairobi Statement had been produced: 

“We are particularly frustrated with the process and especially the lack of transparency around 

the 2019 Nairobi Summit. […] only a small handful of governments were consulted on the 

planning and modalities of the 2019 Nairobi Summit. [---] In reality, the 2019 Nairobi 

Summit undermines the careful and delicate negotiations that led to the consensus-based 1994 

ICPD Program of Action. Unless negotiated and adopted by consensus of all Member States, 

within the process and structure of an international body such as the UN General Assembly, 

no ICPD follow-on document, whether here, or as a part of a previous or future review 

conference, has consensual weight or standing amongst governments” (Joint Statement 

delivered by the United States 2019). 

 

While the outcome at the Nairobi Summit was in line with Swedish priorities, it was not, as 

raised in the joint statement delivered by the US, a consensus outcome document. Based on 

this, the Nairobi Summit can be interpreted as Sweden and other pro-SRHR countries taking 

forward the SRHR agenda on their own during a time when the polarized political climate 

prevents advances in international consensus. 

 

 

4.2.1.3 Framing sexual and reproductive health and rights 

 

Since the CPD process did not result in any outcome documents during the period studied – 

besides a two-page declaration in 2019, which confirmed the ICPD PoA – it is difficult to 

trace if Sweden managed to get its framing of the problem and promoted solution into the 

wording of an outcome document. This can be done for the Nairobi Statement, but that is a 

non-negotiated document and not part of a consensus process, which makes it less 

representative. Nevertheless, analyzing different ways that Sweden has framed SRHR offers 

insight on how Sweden has deployed its ideational leadership.  

 

 
9 Brazil, Belarus, Egypt, Haiti, Hungary, Libya, Poland, Senegal, St. Lucia, and Uganda (Joint Statement 

delivered by the United States 2019). 
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Sweden has primarily framed SRHR as an issue of human rights, gender equality, universal 

health coverage (hereafter UHC), development and as economically smart. This can be 

illustrated by Sweden’s national statement at the 2019 ICPD session: “Broad, cross-regional 

support for gender equality, respect for human rights including sexual and reproductive health 

and rights is fundamental to sustainable development. [---] Universal and affordable access to 

sexual and reproductive health and rights has contributed to […] Sweden’s economic growth. 

[---] Sweden is a convinced advocate for universal health coverage in all countries. UHC 

should include an integrated package of SRHR interventions [author’s italicization]” 

(Statement by Sweden 2019a). 

 

Sweden also framed SRHR as smart at the SheDecides Champions meeting, held as a part of 

the Nairobi Summit: “The right of every individual to decide over their own body must be  

respected, upheld and protected. This is not only the right thing to do – it is the smart thing to 

do. […] Empowering women and girls is key to eradicating poverty [author’s italicization]” 

(Statement by Sweden 2019b). By framing SRHR as something economically or 

developmentally smart, Sweden moves the discussion away from the more contentious human 

rights discussion. 

 

Sweden has particularly promoted SRHR as a part of UHC. In the report from the Nairobi 

Summit, it is noted that Sweden has a leading position in SRHR within UHC and that this is 

an area with possibilities of advancement and real changes on country-level (The Ministry for 

Foreign Affairs 2019). 

 

Although it is not possible to analyze here to what extent these ways of framing SRHR have 

been successful, they are examples of Sweden framing problems and promoting certain policy 

solutions in an innovative way in order to change perceptions, which is an important part of 

ideational leadership. 

 

 

4.2.2 Structural leadership  

 

This part analyzes if Sweden has exercised structural leadership, by answering the question: 

Has the actor deployed resources (financial or other) or actions (such as diplomatic trades) 

that have persuaded others to follow their policy suggestion? 

 

4.2.2.1 The Mexico City policy and Sweden’s funding to the United Nations Population Fund 

 

The Mexico City policy, also known as the ‘global gag rule’, prohibits organizations 

operating abroad that provides abortion services or counselling from receiving US foreign 

assistance. It was first announced by president Ronald Reagan in 1984 and has since been 

lifted under Democratic administrations and reinstated under Republican administrations 

(Brooks, Bendavid, and Miller 2019). One of Trump’s first acts as a president was to extend 

the Mexico City policy for the first time to all global health assistance, which included 

funding for HIV and TB programmes and maternal and child health. He also, as the Bush 

administration had done before, defunded the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), the UN:s 

sexual and reproductive health agency with a mandate to help countries carry out the ICPD 
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PoA (Girard 2017, 6; UNFPA 2020b). The US, being the world’s largest health donor country 

(Donor Tracker 2020), can in line with leadership theory be said to have utilized its large 

structural power to create costs for organizations supporting SRHR. Trough defunding the 

UNFPA, the US also aimed at undermining SRHR within the UN. What could Sweden and 

other smaller, less structurally equipped, states do in this situation?  

 

As outlined in Sweden’s strategy for UNFPA, there was a concern about decreasing core 

funding from central donor countries in 2017 and an active opposition to the work of the 

organization, in particular in relation to abortion, among other issues. In this context, the 

strategy lifted Sweden’s engagement in UNFPA as critical. It noted that Sweden was one of 

the biggest donors to UNFPA in the latest years, and that Sweden had been the biggest core 

donor and second biggest donor in total in 2016 (Government Offices of Sweden 2017a, 3).10  

 

In order to say that Sweden actively used its structural power to keep status quo, they would 

have had to, together with other countries, increased their funding to cover the loss of the US 

contribution. This is also what Sweden did, as they increased their total funding with 40.1 

mUSD (million US dollars), from 76.7 mUSD in 2016 to 116.9 mUSD in 2017, representing 

a fifty percent increase. Although the increase was mainly in non-core funding, it still meant a 

significant contribution for UNFPA to carry out its mandate after losing the US contribution 

(which in 2016 was at 63.3 m USD) (UNFPA 2020a). Together with the increase by the UK – 

the biggest donor to UNFPA – of 24.6 mUSD, the loss of the US contribution was more than 

covered for, not counting other countries’ contributions (UNFPA 2020b). In fact, UNFPA’s 

funding increased from a total of 833 mUSD in 2016, to 1.062 billion USD in 2017 and 1.256 

bUSD in 2018 (UNFPA 2019). 

 

 

4.2.2.2 Support to developing countries 

 

Sweden has also exercised structural leadership in its development cooperation. One way that 

Sweden has done this is through including SRHR goals in one quarter of its bilateral 

development cooperation strategies. Sweden also provided funding for midwifery training in 

Afghanistan, Myanmar, South Sudan and Zambia, as well as expert support to Colombia 

(Government Offices of Sweden 2017b, 15). This is a clear example of Sweden providing 

incentives through structural resources (funding and expertise) in order to persuade countries 

to support SRHR policies. In 2018, Sweden’s combined bilateral aid and multilateral support 

to SRHR was estimated at 300 mUSD, including 120 mUSD to UNFPA. Around 13 percent 

of Sweden’s total aid was given to health and of this 60 percent went to SRHR (Government 

Offices of Sweden 2019c). 

 

 

4.2.3 Directional leadership 

 

 
10 Besides UNFPA, Sweden is also a major donor to other UN funds and programmes that are involved in SRHR 

activities. These include UNICEF and UN Women. Sweden was 4th largest state donor and 2nd largest state 

donor of core funding to UNICEF in 2017 and 2018 (UNICEF 2018, 79; 2019, 63), and the largest donor to UN 

Women of total and core funding in 2017 and 2018 (UN Women 2018, 45; 2019, 41). 
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This part analyzes if Sweden has exercised directional leadership, by answering the question:  

Has the actor itself demonstrated the feasibility of the policy through practice and taking the 

first step? 

 

4.2.3.1 Sweden as an example of a top-ranking feminist country 

 

As a country ranking among the top in gender equality in many areas11, Sweden has a lot to 

draw on in the directional leadership mode. This strategy has been used by Sweden on many 

occasions, as pointed out in the Handbook on feminist foreign policy: “One aspect of foreign 

policy involves promoting Swedish values and spreading the image of Sweden around the 

world. Gender equality is an important part of this image” (Government Offices of Sweden 

2019a, 90). 

 

Swedish representatives regularly bring up Sweden as an example, such as in their national 

statement at the 2019 CPD session: “In Sweden’s national experience, gender equality is a 

driver of development. Universal and affordable access to sexual and reproductive health and 

rights has contributed to both adequate fertility rates and high employment rates, and 

women’s participation in the labour market has, in turn, contributed to Sweden’s economic 

growth” (Statement by Sweden 2019a). 

 

The gains of a progressive SRHR policy was also raised in a joint debate article with other 

Nordic countries in 2019: “In the Nordics, women have for decades enjoyed equal rights, cost 

free education and access to contraceptives and safe and legal abortions. […] The promotion 

of women’s rights and empowerment has been crucial for the development of our societies 

and made it possible for the whole population to participate in the work life and build our 

economic wealth [author’s translation]” (Government Offices of Sweden 2019b). 

 

At the Nairobi Summit, Sweden also underlined its own commitment to the ICPD: “Sweden 

takes its commitments under the ICPD, and for SRHR for all, just as seriously nationally as it 

does internationally. The Government of Sweden has therefore initiated a process to develop a 

national SRHR strategy by 2020” (National commitment by Sweden 2019). 

 

 

4.2.4 Instrumental leadership 

 

This part analyzes if Sweden has exercised directional leadership, by answering the question:  

Has the actor formed coalitions with others and pushed for solutions to negotiation problems? 

 

4.2.4.1 The She Decides conference and the building of a coalition of like-minded countries 

 

As a reaction to the conservative backlash against SRHR, Sweden, together with Belgium, 

Denmark, Luxemburg and the Netherlands, launched the She Decides campaign in February 

2017. The campaign focused on all those SRHR aspects that faced reduced support, including 

“giving women and girls greater access to advice, evidence-based information, non-

 
11 Sweden was fourth highest in the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index 2020 (World Economic 

Forum 2019). 
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discriminatory comprehensive sexuality education, family planning, modern contraceptives, 

safe childbirth, HIV tests and safe abortions” (Government Offices of Sweden 2019a, 58). 

The goal was to build a coalition for SRHR, as noted by the government: “She Decides 

marked the start of a broad new movement that has since mobilized both financial and 

political support from civil society organizations and UN bodies. [---] She Decides illustrates 

the importance of alliance building and the energy that exists in quickly mobilizing support in 

connection with a particularly burning issue” (Government Offices of Sweden 2019a, 58). 

 

 

4.2.4.2 Coalition building at the Commission on Population and Development and the Nairobi 

Summit 

 

One way to measure the evolvement of Sweden’s coalition-building over time is to look at the 

statements at the CPD and the Nairobi Summit. The instructions to the Swedish delegation to 

the CPD stated that Sweden would be represented by the EU in the negotiations, but would 

also closely coordinate with the Nordic countries as well as like-minded delegations. Sweden 

should also seek dialogue with delegations of different opinions. Especially, cross-regional 

cooperation was thought to increase the possibilities to solve negotiation problems in SRHR 

issues (The Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2017a, 2; 2019a, 2; 2018, 2). To trace the evolvement 

of pro-SRHR alliances, the CPD sessions and the Nairobi Summit are analyzed below, with 

unified EU statements and joint pro-SRHR statements taken as signs of cooperation. 

 

 

CPD 2017 

 

At the 2017 CPD session, the EU made a unified statement at the general debate in which 

they referred to SRHR and a unified statement at the closing session in which they expressed 

their regret that the Commission had not been able to agree upon the compromise (Joint 

Statement delivered by Malta 2017; Joint Statement delivered by the European Union 2017). 

A joint statement pro-SRHR was delivered on behalf of 31 countries, including Sweden12 

(Joint Statement delivered by France 2017). 

 

 

CPD 2018 

 

At the 2018 CPD session, Hungary broke EU unity and Austria delivered a statement on 

behalf of 27 EU countries,13 demonstrating a lack of cooperation within the EU. (The 

Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2018, 5). A joint statement pro-SRHR was delivered on behalf of 

35 countries, including Sweden14 (Joint statement delivered by Tunisia 2018). Four more 

 
12 Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Costa Rica, Czech Republic, Cyprus, 

Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Israel, Japan, Lithuania, Luxembourg, 

Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Philippines, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom and 

Uruguay (Joint Statement delivered by France 2017). 
13 No content analysis to see if the statement referred to SRHR could be made since the speech was not available 

on the CPD website or online. 
14 Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Cambodia, Cape Verde, Colombia, Cyprus, Bulgaria, 

Denmark, El Salvador, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Japan, Latvia, Liberia, 
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countries joined the statement compared to 2017, which is interpreted as an increase in the 

pro-SRHR coalition. 

 

 

CPD 2019 

 

At the 2019 CPD session, a unified EU statement was delivered, referring to SRHR, 

indicating progress in the EU cooperation (Joint Statement delivered by Romania 2019). A 

joint statement pro-SRHR was delivered on behalf of 49 countries, including Sweden,15 which 

meant an increase of 14 countries in the pro-SRHR coalition (Joint Statement delivered by the 

Netherlands 2019). 

 

 

Nairobi Summit 2019 

 

The report from the Nairobi summit considered it a success for the continued implementation 

of the ICPD agenda and SRHR, despite apprehension of a mobilization by the “SRHR 

opposition”. 9.500 people participated from 173 countries, which was a lot higher than the 

planned 5.000. A cross-regional statement, supported by a record-high number of 55 pro-

SRHR countries, including Sweden, 16 was delivered at a press conference by the South 

African minister in the Presidency, joined by the Finish and Dutch ministers of aid (Joint 

Statement delivered by South Africa 2019; The Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2019). The 

Kenyan hosting of the conference and South African leadership was seen as important for 

gaining legitimacy with the global south and the African group. An anti-SRHR statement was 

made by the US on behalf of nine countries, including the EU countries Poland and Hungary17 

(Joint Statement delivered by the United States 2019; The Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2019). 

Despite this, the impression of the conference in the report was positive (The Ministry for 

Foreign Affairs 2019). 

 

This overview of coalition building from the beginning of 2017 until end of 2019 shows that 

during these three years, a coalition of likeminded pro-SRHR countries was built up. The 

alliance steadily grew, from 31 to 55 countries, as counted by joint statements. However, EU 

unity was varied, with no unified statement in 2018 and Poland and Hungary joining the 

United States’ anti-SRHR statement at the Nairobi Summit.    

 
Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Philippines, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Tunisia, 

United Kingdom and Uruguay (Joint statement delivered by Tunisia 2018). 
15 Albania, Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, Cape Verde, Colombia, Congo Brazzaville, 

Costa Rica, Cyprus, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Estonia, Fiji, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, 

Guinea, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Latvia, Liberia, Luxembourg, Mexico, Montenegro, Nepal, 

Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, North Macedonia, Peru, Philippines, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia, South-

Africa, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, Uruguay and Zambia (Joint Statement by Netherlands 

2019). 
16 Albania, Argentina, Armenia, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Belize, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Canada, 

Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Dominican Republic, Estonia, Fiji, Finland, France, 

Georgia, Germany, Greece, Guinea, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Latvia, Lebanon, Liberia, Lithuania, 

Luxembourg, Mexico, Moldova, Montenegro, Nepal, Netherlands, New Zealand, North Macedonia, Norway, 

Panama, Peru, Portugal, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia, South Africa, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Tunisia, United 

Kingdom and Uruguay (Joint Statement delivered by South Africa 2019). 
17 Brazil, Belarus, Egypt, Haiti, Hungary, Libya, Poland, Senegal, St. Lucia, Uganda and The United States. 
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5. Discussion and conclusion 
 

This thesis aims to increase the knowledge about what strategies are available for small states 

to influence global policies in international organizations. By studying how Sweden promoted 

sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) in the UN during the period of January 

2017 until the end of 2019, the thesis explores the deployment of different strategies by 

Sweden in the face of a global headwind, mainly coming from the American administration 

under President Donald Trump. The aim of the thesis is to answer the following question: 

 

Which strategies has Sweden used to establish leadership in sexual and 

reproductive health and rights issues in the United Nations?  

 

The analysis of Sweden’s different leadership strategies shows that Sweden has actively 

deployed all strategies investigated to achieve its goal of promoting SRHR. Sweden has used 

its capabilities and shown credibility through its financial support to SRHR issues as well as 

leading by example and spreading the image of Sweden as a successful country that 

implements a progressive SRHR policy. These are key aspects for effective leadership 

according to previous research on leadership (Parker and Karlsson 2013, 7–8). It shows that 

Sweden has acted as an efficient leader in SRHR issues in the UN, demonstrating that small 

states also are interesting actors to study as leaders in international organizations. 

 

The section on ideational leadership shows that, as it became more difficult to advance the 

SRHR agenda at the consensus process of the Commission on Population and Development 

(CPD) sessions due to the increasingly polarized political climate, Sweden and other like-

minded countries settled for a status quo policy. After not being able to adopt a resolution at 

the 2017 and 2018 CPD sessions, a declaration confirming previously agreed language was 

successfully adopted at the 2019 session. At the same time, the agenda was pushed forward 

together with other like-minded countries in other fora, such as the Nairobi Summit. Sweden 

also relied on innovative ideational leadership to make advances, trying to move the issue to 

less contested policy areas such as health, development and even economy. While Gilby has 

shown that SRHR language on abortion and CSE has been lost or changed in several UN 

resolutions, the overview of outcomes of the CPD sessions show that the language from the 

ICPD has been protected as Member States confirmed previously agreed language in 2019 

(Gilby 2019). 

 

Sweden has – despite being a small state – relied a lot on structural leadership. Sweden 

provided substantial support to help cover the gap after the Trump Administration defunded 

UNFPA. Sweden also used its bilateral development cooperation to promote SRHR. 

Sweden’s structural flex in SRHR goes against the argument raised in previous research that 

small states would rely particularly on normative or ideational leadership due to their general 

lack of structural power (Björkdahl 2008, 136; Ingebritsen 2002, 11–12). One parameter in 

this case is, of course, that Sweden is a big contributor to the UN system in general. The result 

of this paper can together with other studies be used to argue that perhaps Sweden should be 

seen as a middle power in the UN, because it acts like one (Ekengren, Dybfest Hjorthen, and 

Möller Forthcoming). 
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A prominent strategy by Sweden is directional leadership. Sweden has consequently taken the 

lead by showing how its national and international SRHR policies are beneficial. This has 

been a particularly strong asset for Sweden as it is a top-ranking country in gender equality 

indexes and has a strong track record in promoting SRHR nationally. 

 

An important strategy for Sweden in the polarized political landscape around SRHR is 

instrumental leadership. This thesis shows that Sweden effectively created alliances with 

other like-minded countries and that this coalition grew over the last years, as evident in an 

increasing number of countries making joint statements pro-SRHR at the CPD sessions 2017-

2019. The unity within the EU varied and will likely remain a challenge under the current 

political administrations, as shown by EU member states joining the US anti-SRHR statement 

at the Nairobi Summit. Despite this, the summit was a great success, considering that it 

gathered so many participants and that a record-high number of Member States made a joint 

pro-SRHR statement which endorsed the Guttmacher-Lancet report’s definition of SRHR. 

 

So, what can a small state do when up against headwind from major powers like the US? 

Despite not having been able to make advances in agreed language on the SRHR agenda, the 

efforts by Sweden and other actors to defend SRHR issues has been relentless. Agreed 

language was as a result kept at the CPD sessions, and the headwind can even be said to have 

increased support among Member States for SRHR, as evidenced by the growing coalition of 

countries actively standing up for SRHR at the CPD sessions. Sweden has in this process 

exercised effective leadership through deploying all leadership strategies investigated. 

Sweden may be a small state as measured by population size, but it is a great power in sexual 

and reproductive health and rights issues at the United Nations. 
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