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Abstract
This article analyses how the launch of Sweden’s feminist foreign policy marked a change in Sweden’s digital diplomatic 
efforts. It draws on three strands of research: digital diplomacy, foreign policy analysis (FPA) and feminist scholarship. 
Informed by FPA, the article explores the relevance of political leadership, bureaucratic agency and political context as driv-
ers of policy change, and, specifically, Sweden’s feminist digital diplomacy. The article provides an empirical case analysis 
of Sweden’s foreign policy change and conduct of digital diplomacy during the period 2006–2020. It draws on documents 
available on the official websites of the Government Offices of Sweden and the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, including 
sites such as SwedenAbroad and Swedish Foreign Policy Stories. The article concludes that Sweden acted on a window of 
opportunity in global politics, which advanced a novel feminist digital diplomacy. Sweden’s competitive edge was based on 
a strong transformative political leadership in foreign policy, state feminism and an early engagement of digital diplomatic 
management of its state image online.
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Introduction

In 2014, Sweden was the first state in the world to adopt a 
feminist foreign policy with the distinct goal of becoming 
“the strongest global voice for gender equality” (Govern-
ment Offices of Sweden 2015b). The promotion of women’s 
rights and gender equality in global politics is now central to 
Sweden’s foreign policy practice (Aggestam and Bergman 
Rosamond 2016; Aggestam and Rosamond 2019; Bergman 
Rosamond 2020; Rosén Sundström and Elgström 2020). 
This article examines the ways in which Sweden has sought 
to promote feminist values in foreign policy practice through 
the conduct of digital diplomacy. More specifically, we ana-
lyse how the launch of Sweden’s feminist foreign policy 
marked a change in the country’s digital diplomatic efforts. 

A key contention in this article is that the digital articulation 
of feminist foreign policy has projected a self-narrative of a 
just state, committed to gender equality, representation and 
rights within and beyond borders.

In contemporary global politics, states are investing in the 
digital management of their national images and relation-
ships online (Hedling 2020). The use of information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) in the pursuit of dip-
lomatic goals has become an important practice whereby 
foreign policy actors can digitally project their policy prefer-
ences, normative values and nation brands globally (Bjola 
and Holmes 2015). Leaders, states, governments and a vari-
ety of organisations increasingly use social media to pro-
ject their influence beyond borders, enabling them to reach 
and manage domestic and global publics (Duncombe 2019; 
Wright 2019; Aggestam and Hedling 2020). Digital diplo-
macy, moreover, has changed the ways in which states man-
age their nation brands and this has amplified the reach and 
role of public diplomacy in global politics (Manor 2019). 
The Internet has developed from a place of technological 
enthusiasm and democratic potential, to a space in which 
states strategically project, contain and contest national 
narratives as well as promoting new global policy initia-
tives (Bjola and Pamment 2016; Bos and Melissen 2019). 
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Together such new digital practices constitute major trans-
formations of diplomacy, in particular in relation to the ways 
in which they have adjusted and adapted to the emergence 
and consolidation of new digital global environments. Yet, 
there are few studies that have applied gender or feminist 
perspectives to the analysis of digital diplomacy (Jezierska 
and Towns 2018; Wright 2019; Wright and Guerrina 2020; 
Jezierska 2021).

In this article, we contribute to the burgeoning literature 
on digital diplomacy by focussing on feminism and foreign 
policy change. We draw on three strands of research: digi-
tal diplomacy, foreign policy analysis (FPA) and feminist 
scholarship. This involves studying the ways in which digital 
diplomacy have developed and adapted to the emergence of 
feminist foreign policy as a method of achieving transforma-
tive gender justice globally. In this way, we hope to advance 
feminist perspectives on place branding and public diplo-
macy by focussing on the explicit communication practices 
of actors dedicated to state feminism (Hernes 1987; Stetson 
and Mazur 1995; Bergman Rosamond 2020).

Sweden’s communication of feminist foreign policy has 
been conducted through active use of digital diplomacy 
to project its external priorities and visions (Government 
Offices of Sweden 2019b). This is consistent with Sweden’s 
tendency to advance its foreign policy objectives through the 
employment of digital platforms, enabling it to effectively 
brand and sediment its longstanding internationalist ambi-
tions and goals.

The country has also been at the forefront of digital diplo-
macy (Pamment 2012; Christensen 2013), with the former 
Conservative Foreign Minister Carl Bildt being considered 
a leader in the field (Madestam and Falkman 2017). In the 
analysis below, we highlight the continuity of Sweden’s 
digital diplomacy and the changes that have emerged from 
the feminist reorientation of its foreign policy which com-
menced in 2014.

We advance the concept of feminist digital diplomacy, 
which we define as a method and normative platform 
whereby states and other actors employ digital means to 
highlight their commitment to the transformation of gen-
dered injustices in global relations. Key to this endeavour is 
the growing tendency among a number of states to conduct 
pro-gender foreign policy platforms (Aggestam and True 
2020). Here we propose that Sweden’s introduction of a dis-
tinct feminist foreign policy as well as its adoption of new 
digital diplomatic strategies significantly have altered the 
trajectory of Sweden’s diplomacy. These processes, moreo-
ver, provide a platform for the conduct of feminist digital 
diplomacy.

To illustrate this development, we trace the positioning 
of feminism in Sweden’s outward projection of its foreign 
policy goals and priorities through digital diplomacy by 
focussing on the period after 2014. Here it is interesting to 

note that Sweden’s digitally communicated feminist image 
is a relatively new phenomenon. In this context, Jezierska 
and Towns (2018), see also Jezierska (2021) observe that 
“feminism” was not more pronounced in Sweden’s nation 
branding efforts after 2014, when the new direction in exter-
nal conduct was adopted. Rather, it was omitted from the 
“Progressive Sweden” brand in favour of less antagonistic 
values including gender equality.

Our study demonstrates how a range of strategic attempts, 
often initiated by the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 
sought to project feminist foreign policy through the employ-
ment of a “Feminist Power Sweden” narrative starting in 
year 2015 (Wright and Guerrina 2020).1 However, that nar-
rative was carefully told so as not to disrupt the less antago-
nistic brand of “progressive Sweden” (Jezierska and Towns 
2018)—a brand less radical than that of “Feminist Power 
Sweden”. Our study primarily explores the integration of 
feminist foreign policy into digital diplomacy rather than 
assessing the extent of Sweden’s gender equality activities 
in social media (cf. Jezierska 2021). In particular, we focus 
on the efforts by the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs 
(MFA) to actively communicate the normative underpin-
nings and preferences of feminist foreign policy across digi-
tal settings.

The article is structured as follows. First, we elaborate on 
the conceptual merits of combining digital diplomacy, femi-
nist scholarship and FPA to study the role of foreign policy 
change. Second, we outline the methodology employed to 
trace the development of Sweden’s digital diplomacy narra-
tive, before and after its adoption of a distinctively feminist 
foreign policy. Third, we provide an empirical case analysis 
of Sweden’s foreign policy change and conduct of digital 
diplomacy during the period 2006–2020. In so doing we 
explore documents available on the official websites of the 
Government Offices of Sweden and the Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs, including sites such as SwedenAbroad and Swed-
ish Foreign Policy Stories. We conclude by reflecting on 
the constitutive links between the digitalization of Swed-
ish diplomacy and its adoption of feminist foreign policy 
in 2014. We posit that Sweden’s conduct of feminist digital 
diplomacy has both strengthened its feminist self-narration 
and offered new opportunities to communicate typically 
Swedish pro-gender values globally. We also note that Swe-
den had a competitive edge in global politics and acted on 
a window of opportunity enabling it to advance feminist 
digital diplomacy, which in turn sparked global outreach 
and attention. In particular we emphasise the centrality of 

1 Wright and Guerrina (2020) advances the concept of ‘Feminist 
Power Europe’ to critically explore the feminist and pro-gender ambi-
tions of the EU project.
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political leadership in the transformation of Swedish foreign 
policy and diplomacy.

Digital diplomacy and foreign policy change

In the last decade, there has been an upsurge in studies of 
digital diplomacy to explain the intersection between foreign 
policy and technology (Archetti 2012; Hayden 2012; Manor 
and Segev 2015; Bjola and Manor 2018; Duncombe 2019). 
Such scholarship defines digital diplomacy in broad terms, 
including a wide range of diplomatic initiatives and practices 
as well as information technologies (ICTs) (Bjola and Hol-
mes 2015). Many studies have sought to understand how the 
engagement practices of “public diplomacy” and efforts of 
“nation branding” have materialised in social media (Manor 
2019). It should be noted here that social media has often 
been understood and defined as channels for interstate dia-
logue (Duncombe 2017) as well as non-state diplomacy (Bos 
and Melissen 2019).

While many insightful analyses of these new forms of 
diplomatic practice have been offered, the role of normative 
foreign policy change has been less studied. In this article 
we explore the significance of women’s political leader-
ship, their inclusion in bureaucratic politics as well as the 
prevalence of pro-gender norms in domestic society for the 
adoption of Sweden’s feminist foreign policy and its distinct 
conduct of feminist digital diplomacy.

The rise of feminist foreign policy has entailed change 
through both the employment of a pronounced feminist 
agenda, governing domestic and global politics, as well as 
a reorientation of diplomatic practice. While Sweden has 
a long tradition of promoting gender justice, equality and 
representation at home and abroad, and coupling its state 
feminist tradition with “gender cosmopolitanism” in foreign 
policy, the extent to which it has done so in recent years is 
unprecedented (Bergman Rosamond 2020). Moreover, gen-
der cosmopolitanism is closely connected to the country’s 
support for UN Security Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace 
and Security (WPS), which provided impetus for the adop-
tion of Sweden’s feminist foreign policy in 2014 (Aggestam 
and Rosamond 2021). In short, though FFP is located within 
Sweden’s longstanding commitment to gender equality and 
justice globally, the use of digital technologies to commu-
nicate its contents and ambitions is innovative and reflects 
a significant change in Sweden’s overall foreign policy nar-
rative and practice.

A common assumption within foreign policy analysis 
(FPA) is that change results from an interplay of domestic 
and international factors and developments (Holsti 2015; 
Hudson and Day 2019). For example, at the domestic 
level there is an assumption that leadership, bureaucratic 
agency and domestic politics are drivers of policy change 

(Hermann 1990; Holsti 2015). Leaders may drive change 
through political conviction leading them to communicate 
their new visions of foreign policy (Hermann and Hagan 
1998) to national and global audiences. Such leaders may be 
individuals or groups that play an important part in visualis-
ing foreign policy shifts as well as innovative approaches to 
global politics and foreign policy practice.

Foreign policy change may also be driven by bureaucratic 
agency whereby groups within governments or governmen-
tal organisations initiate or actively pursue policy change. 
Key here is the particular organisational culture within 
ministries for foreign affairs, and whether that culture is 
conducive to foreign policy change and innovative political 
leadership (Drezner 2000). The distinctive features of a par-
ticular state’s political culture, domestic politics, norms and 
national interests also affect the extent to which thoroughgo-
ing foreign policy change is possible (Bergman Rosamond 
2020). Changing the direction of national foreign policy-
making might also be a response to public opinion or calls 
for change among elite groups in society. For instance, a new 
government may change the direction of foreign policy as 
a result of increase in public support for a particular issue 
or development such as environmental justice. Though FPA 
models vary in how much emphasis they place on the afore-
mentioned analytical tools, all three levels of analysis2 are 
key to the exploration of foreign policy change.

Methodology

Sweden could be considered a forerunner of digital diplo-
macy, with new diplomatic practices emerging from the 
digitalisation of its foreign policy, associated with the cen-
tre-right coalition governments that were in power between 
2006 and 2014. Digital diplomacy, as discourse and prac-
tice, faced a major shift when an explicitly feminist foreign 
policy was adopted by the Swedish red-green coalition gov-
ernment in 2014, giving rise to changing endogenous and 
exogenous conditions for Sweden’s external conduct. As 
we show below, Sweden’s digital self-narrative has adopted 
prominent feminist tropes, portraying the nation as gender 
aware, committed to women’s and girls’ rights and using its 
foreign policy to promote that self-image.

In analysing how feminist foreign policy became embed-
ded in Sweden’s digital diplomacy we draw on narrative 

2 Aggestam and True (2021) advances a new analytical concept of 
“gendered multilevel games” to analyse how political leaders harness 
gender dynamics to further their power, status and authority to act in 
foreign policy. This new concept highlights the problem of agency 
and structure in foreign policy, both of which are generated from the 
intersections between the domestic, international and transnational 
levels, and their reach within and across states.
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methodology (Somers 1994). Specifically, we trace change 
in Sweden’s self-branding narratives (Strand and Kehl 
2019), and, to what extent they articulated an image of Swe-
den as a “legitimate and capable” actor (Khamis et al. 2017, 
p. 34), enabling it to adopt a feminist foreign policy before 
other nations. Relevant here is Miskimmon et al.’s (2013) 
conception of identity narratives and the assumption that 
identities of international actors “are in a constant process 
of negotiation and contestation” (Miskimmon et al. 2013, 
p. 7). Thus, Sweden’s self-branding narratives are both a 
reflection of the continuity of its state identity and process of 
re-negotiation following political change (Browning 2015).

To illustrate such continuity and foreign policy change 
we analyse Sweden’s digital diplomacy during the period 
2006 to 2020. This involves identifying both patterns of 
consistency as well as changes in Sweden’s employment 
of digital diplomacy during that period. This enables us to 
make assessments of the distinct policy changes that were 
introduced as a consequence of the adoption of Sweden’s 
feminist foreign policy in 2014, many of which were com-
municated through digital diplomatic channels. The analysis 
below rests on a variety of data including the annual for-
eign policy declarations of the Swedish government, public 
strategy documents and press releases, outlining Sweden’s 
foreign policy and the role of digital diplomacy therein. 
Moreover, we draw on data published on the official web-
sites of the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs, including 
Government Offices of Sweden, SwedenAbroad and Swedish 
Foreign Policy Stories. In addition, we have analysed the 
official YouTube, Twitter and Facebook accounts of govern-
ment ministers and the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs.

It is important to note that the empirical material that we 
use either explicitly refers to “digital diplomacy” or is com-
municated as “digital diplomacy” by the MFA (for instance 
through the adjoining hashtag #digitaldiplomacy). Thus, it 
does not represent a comprehensive account of Sweden’s 
conduct of digital diplomacy. Rather we analyse a sample of 
such efforts that have been strategically projected in digital 
settings. Nonetheless, those samples reflect the distinctive 
features of Swedish digital diplomacy and by studying them 
we are able to make comparative observations throughout 
the period of investigation. In particular, we identify the 
ways in which hashtags and themes are employed in Swed-
ish digital diplomacy. We trace the introduction and use of 
hashtag #feministforeignpolicy and other feminist hashtags 
employed to visualise and promote campaigns and initia-
tives, such as #girlstakeover, #shedecides, #morewomen-
morepeace, #heforshe, #feministfriday and #equalitymakes-
sense. However, our empirical analysis does not include a 
systematic study of the efforts by individual members of 
the Swedish government to project feminist values beyond 
borders, or safeguarding the image of Sweden abroad (e.g. 
by embassies). Rather the study offers a case illustration 

of feminist digital diplomacy in progress by providing an 
account of the development of Sweden’s digital diplomacy 
over a central time period.

It should be noted that our empirical analysis focuses on 
the development of Sweden’s digital diplomacy both before 
and after the launch of Sweden’s feminist foreign policy in 
2014. Drawing upon FPA, our position here is that foreign 
policy change emerges from the influence of leadership, 
bureaucratic agency and domestic politics—independently 
or in combination.

Our analysis, moreover, follows a chronological order in 
which we consider the continuity of Sweden’s digital diplo-
macy, in accordance with domestic drivers for change. Our 
analysis shows that Sweden’s adoption of digital diplomacy 
during the period 2006–2014 was grounded in the country’s 
broader enthusiasm for information technology at the time, 
with Carl Bildt, a top diplomat and Sweden’s former Con-
servative Prime Minister and Foreign Minister, envisaging 
it as a key dimension to Sweden’s national foreign policy 
agenda. When the new red-green government launched the 
feminist foreign policy agenda in 2014, a similar pattern of 
digital promotion gradually produced new digital actions, 
including online campaigns for gender justice globally in 
line with the new government’s feminist foreign policy 
ambitions. Thus, the adoption of feminist digital diplomacy 
is an incremental process that has gained ground over time.

From digital promotion to feminist action: 
political leadership, bureaucratic agency 
and domestic politics

In this part of the article, we demonstrate the significance 
of political leadership, bureaucratic agency as well as the 
role of domestic politics in shaping government policy 
and foreign policy change. However, before doing so we 
briefly reflect on Sweden’s modernist self-image. Sweden 
has for long projected itself as a modernist nation, devoted 
to progressive values and internationalist transformations 
of international society (Bergman 2007)—digital technol-
ogy offered opportunities to strengthen this self-narrative. 
As alluded to above, Sweden’s early anticipation of digi-
tal diplomacy was hardly surprising, considering its active 
promotion of the use of ICT in international development 
policy since the 1990s. To this end, Sweden invested heav-
ily in technological advancements and projected an image 
of being a global leader in the realm of communication 
technologies (Pamment 2012). For example, as early as in 
1995, the Swedish government created the National Board 
for the Promotion of Sweden to strategically coordinate the 
image of Sweden abroad, mobilising its international image 
as an innovative and creative state. The idea was to pro-
ject Sweden’s image as a free and open society to global 
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audiences, with four profile areas being emphasised as part 
of this quest; innovation, society, creativity and sustainabil-
ity (National Board for the Promotion of Sweden 2017). 
Pioneering digital diplomacy was therefore compatible 
with Sweden’s “progressive” state image and self-narrative, 
couched within modernity and forward thinking, coupled 
with its early interest in the digital economy.

Sweden’s development of digital diplomacy was specifi-
cally driven by the political leadership of former Foreign 
Minister and Prime Minister Carl Bildt (Pelling 2016, p. 
170; Manor 2019, p. 223). Bildt had since the 1980s been an 
advocate of ICT and took a number of digitalising initiatives 
during his time in office (1991–1994)—he used his political 
platform in a proactive way to promote the digitalisation 
of foreign policy and diplomacy. In 1994, while serving as 
Sweden’s prime minister, Bildt was allegedly the first head 
of state to send an e-mail to another head of state (to US 
president Bill Clinton) (Christensen 2011).

In addition to providing new opportunities to promote 
the state image of Sweden as a technologically friendly 
nation, digital tools and strategies were widely embraced 
to improve the government’s global outreach (Bengtsson 
2011). For example, Bildt made digital and internet freedom 
an important part of his political platform. This projected 
a state image of a country committed to transparency and 
accountability domestically and globally. Hardly surprising 
then, a decade later, while serving as Sweden’s Minister of 
Foreign Affairs (2006–2012), Carl Bildt was among the first 
leaders to write a blog, use Twitter and launch a YouTube 
channel to communicate his diplomatic activities to global 
publics (Madestam and Falkman 2017). Hence, Bildt set the 
scene for the future digitalisation of Swedish diplomacy and 
foreign policy, although without an enthusiasm for Sweden’s 
longstanding commitment to pro-gender norms.

The role of foreign policy bureaucracy in driving 
change—state image, outreach and networking

As noted above, Sweden’s digital diplomacy evolved against 
the backdrop of the wider promotion of its innovative and 
changing state image and self-narrative, as well as its prone-
ness to engage in outreach and policy networking. This state 
image has been actively promoted by the Swedish Minis-
try for Foreign Affairs, using its bureaucratic agency and 
adopting a range of strategies and campaigns to communi-
cate notions of the modern and innovative self. For instance, 
in 2007 Sweden was the first state in the world to launch 
and establish a “virtual embassy” in the online virtual world 
“Second Life” (a freely accessible software that allows peo-
ple to immerse in a virtual world).

The goal of the virtual Swedish embassy was to culti-
vate direct engagement with Second Life users and serve 
as a pilot study through which Swedish officials could 

learn more about how to communicate their country’s 
foreign policy visions in digital settings (Pamment 2012). 
The virtual embassy led to substantial international media 
coverage and Sweden was able to connect its nation brand 
to the project of a digital future (Bengtsson 2011), narrat-
ing the nation as an innovative and forward-looking actor. 
In 2010, the Swedish MFA launched its own blog and, in 
2011, the Swedish government, via the Swedish Institute 
and “VisitSweden,” launched the digital campaign “Cura-
tors of Sweden” on its @Sweden Twitter account (Cura-
tors of Sweden n.d.). Inspired by the use of social media 
(and its democratic potential) by activists engaged in the 
uprisings in the Middle East, the @Sweden account allo-
cated space for ordinary Swedish citizens to present their 
versions and images of Sweden to global publics (Chris-
tensen 2013).

After the first years of experimenting with digitalisation 
and digital communication channels designed for promotion 
and outreach purposes, Sweden’s digital diplomacy moved 
towards extensive collaboration and networking with stake-
holders. Digital diplomacy then provided new ways in which 
Sweden could engage with such actors, and, in so doing, 
project an image of an innovative state engaged in dialogue 
and openness (Pelling 2016). In 2012, the MFA, acted on 
its bureaucratic agency by launching the Stockholm Inter-
net Forum, which has since then become an annual event. 
It aimed at deepening the debate, among IT enthusiasts, 
business representatives, human rights and internet activ-
ists, and policymakers on how freedom and openness on the 
Internet can stimulate global economic development. The 
initiative and the work behind it also aimed to promote a UN 
resolution of freedom of expression online, which was then 
adopted by the United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council 
in June 2012 (Bildt 2012). It should be noted here that at 
the time no distinct effort was made to use digital tools to 
promote Sweden’s self-narrative as a feminist state. Instead, 
Sweden was projected as a country “at the absolute cutting 
edge in digital diplomacy efforts” based on the recognition 
that “public diplomacy is becoming increasingly important” 
(Government Offices of Sweden 2013b).

Furthermore, the MFA vowed that all Swedish embas-
sies were to establish presence on Facebook and Twitter, 
a goal they proudly announced that they had reached on 
a blog two months later (Government Offices of Sweden 
2013a). In 2013, the Swedish embassy in London, in col-
laboration with the Dutch embassy, hosted the first (of many) 
“diplohacks”, to develop stronger networks between diplo-
mats, civil society representatives and developers (Clase 
2013). The diplohack centred around questions of freedom 
of expression online and the role of data and technology to 
improve sustainability in the food supply chain. Similarly, in 
2014, Sweden hosted a 24-h event titled the “Stockholm Ini-
tiative for Digital Diplomacy” (SIDD), which among other 
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things, gathered diplomats and academics to discuss ways 
forward in the digitalisation of diplomacy. This event was 
again aimed to produce new collaborations and networks to 
inform policy-making and further digital communication in 
diplomacy.

Our account above shows that the Swedish MFA used its 
bureaucratic agency to communicate an image of Sweden 
as a cutting edge and digitally sassy nation. Indeed, Swe-
den’s foreign policy narrative from the 1990s onwards was 
defined by an active use of technological innovation and 
digital change—key aspects of its diplomatic communica-
tion. Sweden has since that period employed “diplomacy of 
technology”, rather than using digital tools and platforms to 
achieve specific foreign policy goals and proactively manage 
Sweden’s reputation online. Rather, the overarching ambi-
tion of Swedish digital diplomacy has been to project the 
nation’s self-image and modernist narrative onto the inter-
national stage (Pamment 2012). Thus, the use of digital 
diplomacy has offered opportunities to attract foreign policy 
attention, ensuring that audiences are being made aware of 
the country’s digital sophistication (Govers 2015).

During the period between 2006 and 2012 that strategy 
specifically entailed putting across the message that Sweden 
was digitally ahead of other nations. Jon Pelling, a former 
head of communication at the Swedish embassy in Lon-
don, has noted that “doing something in new ways can itself 
become the message, initiating change and enabling further 
relationship-building” (Pelling 2016, p. 170).

In many ways, Sweden’s approach to digital diplomacy 
was during this period apolitical and, therefore, void of fem-
inism. However, Sweden was not alone in this regard—a 
good number of governments at the time launched general-
ist digital and technological diplomatic initiatives, without 
necessarily envisaging these as routes to profound norma-
tive change. Rather they viewed such moves as a way of 
improving communications with domestic and global pub-
lics (Manor 2019). Yet, the Swedish MFA’s active explora-
tion and implementation of new digital technologies laid the 
foundation for the conduct of feminist digital diplomacy by 
the red-green coalition government.

Next, we turn to the feminist rebranding of Swedish 
foreign policy and self-narrative by exploring the linkages 
between feminist foreign policy and digital diplomacy. We 
argue that domestic support for the new Swedish govern-
ment in 2014 opened up for the launch of an innovative 
feminist platform for foreign policy, which in turn provided 
a window of opportunity for the Swedish MFA to broaden, 
and deepen its repertoire of digital diplomacy, adding a new 
chapter to its strategic self-narrative.

The branding of Sweden’s feminist foreign policy 
and self‑narrative

As noted above, the new red-green coalition government 
that came into office in 2014 immediately declared a major 
change in Sweden’s foreign policy narrative, by adopting 
a distinct feminist agenda. The ambition was no less than 
becoming the “strongest voice for gender equality and 
full employment of human rights for all women and girls” 
(Government Offices of Sweden 2015b). This shift could 
be viewed as an exercise in political leadership by the new 
government, but also as an expression of its support for the 
global gender norms embodied in United Nations Security 
Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security. 
Indeed, Swedish feminist foreign policy is firmly based on 
its support for the advancement of UN Security Council 
resolution 1325 and the WPS agenda (Aggestam and Berg-
man Rosamond 2021).

Central to this major foreign policy shift is also the femi-
nist leadership and personal engagement of former Foreign 
Minister Margot Wallström (Aggestam and Bergman Rosa-
mond 2019; Aggestam and True 2021), an internationally 
recognised diplomat who was the first person to hold the 
position as Special Representative of the Secretary General 
on Sexual Violence in Conflict. As a newly appointed for-
eign minister Margot Wallström tweeted that “without rep-
resentation, rights and resources for women we will never 
have peace and security. Women’s rights are human rights.” 
(Wallström n.d.). Indeed, the adoption of feminist foreign 
policy was digitally projected by various ministers and the 
government itself as an exercise in innovation and political 
leadership (Bergman Rosamond 2020).

As noted above, while feminist foreign policy is inno-
vative and new, located within an ethical commitment to 
the eradication of gendered injustices globally, it builds on 
longstanding domestic support for pro-gender norms and 
cosmopolitan-informed foreign policy orientations (Berg-
man Rosamond 2020). This normative commitment has been 
expressed in support for the rights, bodily integrity and well-
being of women and girls, however, with less attention being 
paid to other intersectional categories (Aggestam and Berg-
man Rosamond 2019, 2021). In many ways feminist foreign 
policy provided an opportunity to externalise Sweden’s state 
feminist tradition, which is expressed in statist support for 
gender equality, social policy and women’s representation in 
political parties and institutions (Bergman Rosamond 2020); 
see also (Hernes 1987; Mazur and Stetson 1995). In line 
with that feminist tradition the Swedish government declared 
in 2014 that it is a “feminist government,” which entails 
“building a society in which women and men, girls and boys 
can live their lives to their full potential and in which gender 
equality is a matter of human rights, of democracy and of 
justice” (Government Offices of Sweden 2016). Thus, the 
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domestic political context was favourably disposed to the 
introduction of feminist foreign policy in 2014, though it 
has been contested by certain political parties including the 
far right Swedish Democrats (Bergman Rosamond 2020).

Nonetheless, from the outset digital diplomacy, commu-
nication and dialogue were key to the conduct and projec-
tion of feminist foreign policy. That shift built on Sweden’s 
firmly established self-narrative as an innovative and mod-
ern nation committed to normative change and technologi-
cal advancement. One of the first steps in the implementa-
tion of Sweden’s digital self-identity and narrative was to 
ensure that its foreign policy communication was stream-
lined within distinct feminist principles and terms. Indeed, 
the use of feminist terminology in digital communication 
was considered an effective way of reaching “normative 
influence” in global affairs (Government Offices of Swe-
den 2019b). Paradoxically, the new self-declared feminist 
government initially dropped Sweden’s previous ambitious 
agenda of promoting and expanding digital diplomacy. For 
example, digital diplomacy was not a prominent discursive 
theme in the Swedish annual foreign policy declarations 
between 2015 and 2020.

In 2014, new steps nonetheless were taken which recog-
nised that Sweden’s newly adopted feminist foreign policy 
platform required innovative forms of digital diplomacy, 
including strategic leadership, priorities and policy adap-
tion. As we shall show below the Swedish MFA played a 
significant role in this process by launching a range of digital 
campaigns that evoked attention globally. Gradually, Swe-
den’s digital diplomacy became more aligned with its overall 
feminist foreign policy objectives, and, less focus was placed 
on Sweden’s self-image as a progressive and tech savvy 
state. Again, we wish to highlight the feminist leadership of 
Margot Wallström here, which not only inspired the adoption 
of feminist foreign policy itself, but also the active use of 
digital means in communicating the normative goals of that 
major foreign policy change. She often took to Twitter and 
Facebook to communicate the transformative ambitions and 
direction of Sweden’s feminist foreign policy (Wallström 
n.d.) Indeed, since 2014, #feministforeignpolicy has been 
one of the top three most frequently used hashtags by the 
Swedish MFA. Furthermore, since the launch of the public 
diplomacy website Swedish Foreign Policy Stories (www. 
swemfa. se) in 2018, feminist foreign policy has been one of 
the main themes in the MFA’s concerted efforts to engage an 
international audience with Swedish foreign policy (Swedish 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2018). The website publishes 
stories about feminist foreign policy in practice as well as 
the promotion of gender equality in Swedish foreign policy.

The efforts to broaden and deepen Sweden’s feminist 
digital diplomacy have also been reflected in a number of 
social media campaigns. These have centred around the 
three pillars of Sweden’s feminist foreign policy (rights, rep-
resentation and resources) and its six prioritised areas.3 For 
instance, Sweden proactively supported #GirlsTakeover, ini-
tiated by the organisation Plan International—an initiative 
aiming to enable girls throughout the world to occupy posi-
tions of power. The country also took active part in the Inter-
national Day of the Girl Child on 11 October (Government 
Offices of Sweden 2019a). By promoting the hashtag and 
its message in various communication channels, Swedish 
foreign missions in 21 different countries arranged various 
activities, giving girls the opportunity to act as diplomats for 
a day (Embassy of Sweden Jakarta Indonesia 2019). Another 
initiative, launched by the MFA, is the #midwives4all initia-
tive, with the explicit ambition to highlight the central role 
of midwives to ensure the reproductive health of women and 
girls, and, using digital diplomacy to mobilise support for 
that particular professional category (Handbook Sweden’s 
feminist foreign policy 2019). The campaign was in fact 
planned by the MFA before the election victory of the red-
green coalition in 2014, but then ended up becoming a key 
theme in the projection of feminist foreign policy in social 
media (Wihlborg and Norstedt 2017). These initiatives are 
instructive examples of the MFA exercising bureaucratic 
agency in digitally communicating the normative values of 
feminist foreign policy.

Indeed, the area of Sexual and Reproductive Health 
Rights (SRHR) constitutes one of the six prioritised goals 
underpinning feminist foreign policy, and is a key theme 
in Sweden’s feminist digital diplomacy. Matters related to 
SRHR have attracted more attention in recent years, particu-
larly against the backdrop of the increasing contestation of 
pro-gender norms in global politics (Agius et al. 2020) and 
the global backlash against women’s and girls’ human rights 
(Aggestam and True 2021).

To counter and resist this global trend, Sweden was 
among the initiators of the hashtag #Shedecides campaign 
in 2017. The campaign was a way for the Swedish govern-
ment and its ministers to manifest concrete feminist foreign 
policy actions, adding force to its quest for global normative 
leadership and the formation of broad international coali-
tions of “women friendly” states and NGOs. Moreover, it 
helped to sediment the feminist shift in Sweden’s foreign 
policy narrative and diplomatic practice.

3 (1) Full enjoyment of human rights, (2) Freedom of physical, 
psychological and sexual violence, (3) Participation in preventing, 
resolving conflicts, and post-conflict peacebuilding (4) Political par-
ticipation in all areas of society, (5) Economic rights and empower-
ment, and (6) Sexual and reproductive health and rights (Government 
Offices of Sweden 2019b).

http://www.swemfa.se
http://www.swemfa.se
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The campaign aimed to raise funds to compensate for the 
“global gag rule” re-instated and expanded by the President 
of the United States, Donald Trump. The global gag rule, 
with its extended decree, aimed at reducing international 
development assistance that specifically financed human 
rights advocacy and work in global politics. Moreover, it 
prohibited American development assistance finance to 
international NGOs which support women’s sexual repro-
ductive rights. In addition to the global gag rule, states such 
as Russia, Bahrain, Guatemala, Philippines Saudi Arabia, 
Indonesia and Nigeria, have mobilised global campaigns 
and alliances to roll back on gender equality, SRHR and 
the Lesbian Bisexual Gay and Transgender (LBGT) move-
ments, viewing them as anti-family and pro-abortion policies 
(Aggestam and True 2021).

Isabella Lövin, the former Swedish Minister for Interna-
tional Development Cooperation and the Environment, used 
her political position and female leadership to oppose the 
global gag rule. Among other things, she posted an image of 
herself signing a climate bill on Facebook, which alluded to 
Trump’s signing of the global gag rule. Lövin’s official Face-
book site went viral in social media and was represented by 
major international news outlets (BBC News 2017). When 
Lövin was asked to comment, she stated: "we are a femi-
nist government which this photo shows: Ultimately it is up 
to the observer to interpret the photo." (Roden 2017). The 
image of Lövin, surrounded by female colleagues, signing a 
bill attained a life of its own in social media and it has been 
used by activists and organisations to promote feminism 
domestically and globally.

Other social media campaigns have been used to advo-
cate and raise awareness of Sweden’s feminist foreign pol-
icy agenda. As noted above the MFA has actively sought to 
communicate new initiatives using feminist hashtags such 
as #morewomenmorepeace, #heforshe, #feministfriday and 
#equalitymakessense on social media (Government Offices 
of Sweden 2019c). To this end, the MFA communications 
team has developed communication packages that are fur-
ther appropriated and disseminated by Swedish embassies 
(Government Offices of Sweden 2019b, pp. 39–41). Several 
of these hashtags have become important international sites 
for norm contestation as well as platforms for debating the 
very idea of feminism (illustrated by the rise of the #metoo 
movement) (Brown et al. 2017; Griffin 2019). Rather than 
declaring ownership of these hashtags, the MFA has adopted 
a collaborative approach to digital feminism by encouraging 
others to join “the conversation”, tapping into Sweden’s self-
identity as a collaborative and dialogical international actor 
(Bergman Rosamond 2020). Such promotion of digital femi-
nism also characterised the communication efforts of Swe-
den’s tenure in the UN Security Council 2017–2018, with 
the latter offering an opportunity to strengthen Sweden’s 
feminist leadership and self-narrative. Moreover, Sweden 

habitually organise online Twitter Q&A sessions, hosted by 
a range of Swedish embassies (Government Offices of Swe-
den 2019b), providing opportunities for people to engage 
with Swedish diplomats online. During these sessions, 
Swedish ambassadors and diplomats respond to live ques-
tions in Twitter feeds, which often concern topics related to 
feminist foreign policy. The use of individual ambassadors 
for such communication purposes demonstrates the sig-
nificance of bureaucratic agency in launching new foreign 
policy initiatives.

The Swedish government has also sought new ways of 
continuing the tradition of developing digital diplomacy by 
experimenting with new digital formats. By way of illustra-
tion, in 2017 former Foreign Minister Margot Wallström 
hosted the world’s first public digital meeting of female 
foreign ministers which was broadcast live on Facebook, 
Twitter and YouTube. Participants included the foreign 
ministers of Colombia, Kenya, Panama and Liechtenstein 
and the purpose was to publicly discuss issues relating to 
the WPS agenda (Government Offices of Sweden 2017). By 
acting on her feminist leadership and by promoting transpar-
ency through a public meeting accessible online, the foreign 
minister herself took active part in the communication of 
Sweden’s feminist digital diplomacy. The event was also a 
way of highlighting the potential of feminist digital diplo-
macy, in particular by offering opportunities for female for-
eign ministers to come together, exercise female leadership 
and deliberate on feminist issues. The event was communi-
cated by the MFA using hashtag #digitaldiplomacy, which 
signalled that it was conceptualised as a strategic effort to 
profile Sweden’s new feminist digital diplomacy, and adding 
strength to the country’s feminist brand and self-narrative.

Another example of Sweden’s advancement of feminist 
digital diplomacy was the initiative by the Swedish MFA 
and more than 50 of its embassies to host “edit-a-thons” on 
International Women’s Day in 2018. The aim was to increase 
the number of articles about women and their role in various 
aspects of society, politics and history on Wikipedia. Thus, it 
was a conscious effort to address the lack of women’s stories 
on Wikipedia—there are four times more articles about men 
than women in that forum (Government Offices of Sweden 
2018a). The success of the event triggered a larger initia-
tive, under the banner “#WikiGap”. Within the framework of 
the initiative, the MFA has collaborated with Wikimedia by 
hosting global “edit-a-thons” (Government Offices of Swe-
den 2018b). #Wikigap has been upheld by the Swedish gov-
ernment as a key example of the country’s feminist foreign 
policy success, by increasing the representation of women 
and their life stories on Wikipedia (Government Offices of 
Sweden 2018a, b). In 2020, #WikiGap had produced more 
than 35,000 Wikipedia articles on prominent women in more 
than 30 different languages, and, thus, we would argue, is 
a key achievement of Sweden’s feminist digital diplomacy.
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Criticism and contestation

While Sweden’s activist feminist approach to digital diplo-
macy has received praise and global attention it also has 
triggered criticism and contestation (Standish 2016; Rosén 
Sundström and Elgström 2020). Specifically, criticism 
has been directed towards the initial uncertainty of how 
to implement feminist foreign policy (Egnell 2016). The 
feminist framing of foreign policy has also been discussed 
in relation to the polarisation and political antagonism that 
it could give rise to, which explains why it was for long 
absent from Sweden’s more general nation branding strategy 
(Jezierska and Towns 2018; Rosén Sundström and Elgström 
2020). This sensitivity is also notable in recent efforts to 
use digital diplomacy for the purpose of containing the ris-
ing threats posed by digital disinformation (Bjola and Pam-
ment 2018, 2016). By way of illustration, in her first annual 
foreign policy declaration, Margot Wallström declared that 
“digital propaganda wars” are the “new security threats” that 
“must be fought” (Government Offices of Sweden 2015a). 
Thus, Sweden’s feminist foreign policy has coincided with 
a more competitive information environment that has posi-
tioned the country in the midst of normative confrontation 
in international politics. Nevertheless, the digital projection 
of Sweden’s feminist foreign policy has helped to sustain the 
country’s self-narrative as a state committed to the rights, 
resources and representation of women and girls globally. 
While the adoption of FFP is a significant foreign policy 
change, facilitated by political leadership and commitment 
as well as the MFA’s active employment of digital cam-
paigns and strategies, it is also a continuation of Sweden’s 
domestic state feminist tradition and support for gender 
equality.

Conclusion: towards feminist digital 
diplomacy

In this article, we have explored the ways in which Sweden 
has digitally projected its state image since the mid-2000s. 
More specifically, we have investigated the country’s adop-
tion of a distinctively feminist digital diplomacy, emerging 
from its self-image as an innovative, progressive and gen-
der aware state. What is more, we have demonstrated that 
this turn in Swedish diplomacy can be intimately linked to 
the digital communication of FFP, in particular, Sweden’s 
commitment to feminist transformations of global injustices. 
Sweden’s active conduct of feminist digital diplomacy has 
both strengthened its feminist self-narration and offered new 
opportunities to communicate typically Swedish pro-gender 
values to large audiences. Our analysis shows that Sweden’s 
foreign policy leadership and the bureaucratic agency of its 
MFA as well as a favourable domestic political context have 

been central to the incremental development of Sweden’s 
feminist digital diplomacy. By way of conclusion, we argue 
that Sweden has had a competitive edge on two distinct 
fronts, both of which have provided a window of opportu-
nity to advance novel forms of feminist digital diplomacy 
and to successfully reach global audiences. First, Sweden 
was from the outset responsive to the need of investing in 
the digital diplomatic management of its state image online 
and to use social media as a way of enhancing its domestic 
and global outreach. As such, the promotion and usage of 
new digital tools and practices reflect how Swedish diplo-
macy swiftly adjusted and adapted to the new digital arenas 
of global politics. Second, Sweden was the first country in 
the world to launch a feminist foreign policy,4 a shift that 
was actively supported by its foreign policy leadership and 
the bureaucratic agency of its foreign services. Such a novel 
foreign policy change trigged by itself global attention and 
outreach. This article concludes by noting that these two 
factors have served as favouring conditions and assisted the 
advancement of a feminist digital diplomacy. As our analysis 
has shown, the adoption of a feminist platform for foreign 
policy-making and embracing new diplomatic strategies 
have altered the trajectory of Sweden’s digital diplomacy. 
As part of the effort to launch and brand the country’s new 
feminist foreign policy, the Swedish MFA proactively cre-
ated a broad range of communications, material, digital plat-
forms and campaigns. For instance, in the quest to reach a 
variety of targeted audiences, Swedish embassies around the 
world coordinated their digital diplomatic strategies by using 
hashtags, Twitter sessions and by responding to live ques-
tions and answers in Twitter feeds. Without such bureau-
cratic agency and political leadership, it is doubtful whether 
the transformation of Swedish diplomacy and foreign policy 
would have taken the same shape. Indeed, the foreign policy 
leadership of Carl Bildt and Margot Wallström was deci-
sive and opened for the active use of new digital diplomatic 
means and foreign policy change. Both ministers’ enthu-
siasm for digital technology was central to the successful 
branding of Sweden’s state image, self-narrative and for-
eign policy conduct. The Swedish case then demonstrates 
that changes in states’ digital diplomacy can be driven by 
multiple and at times correlating factors. This implies that 
the adoption of a feminist framing of foreign policy may 
not automatically translate into feminist digital diplomacy. 
At the same time, feminist digital diplomacy is evolving in 
an antagonistic world where the WPS agenda and the core 
pillars of Sweden’s feminist foreign policy (rights, represen-
tation and resources) are increasingly contested and resisted. 
Feminist digital diplomacy is, therefore, likely to grow in 

4 Since then, France, Canada and most recently Mexico have adopted 
a feminist framing of their foreign policies.
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importance as a method for states to pledge commitment to 
the transformation of gendered injustices in global relations.
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