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FINLAND ACTS IN A CHANGING WORLD – FUTURES REVIEW OF THE MINISTRY FOR FOREIGN AFFAIRS

TO  T H E  R E A D E R

This review looks at the transformations in international relations and the opportunities 
and tensions related to them. The review examines the impact of these changes on the 
international role of Finland and Europe, and suggests how Finland should address the 
changes and their repercussions in its foreign policy in the next five years. 

The broader transformation of Finland’s operating environment is outlined in the 15 cards 
describing the most important drivers of change. The cards highlight key changes and 
uncertainties in the operating environment of the future and they were produced in coo-
peration by all Finnish ministries. The phenomena and changes permeate all of society, 
which means that the solutions require close cooperation between various parties.

Finland’s future is increasingly defined by growing global interdependence, the emerging 
challenges facing nation states, democracy and the international rule-based system, the 
changes in operating methods brought about by technological progress and the digital 
transformation as well as geopolitical shifts.

Finland must have the capacity to analyse and prepare for international developments as 
well as to act on them. In a changing world, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs plays a central 
role in promoting the security and well-being in Finland. The changes in the international 
operating environment require that we expand our network of diplomatic missions. The 
Foreign Service continuously develops its operating methods, structures and the expertise 
of its personnel. Well prepared and with enhanced resources, we will meet the changes to 
come with success.

June 2018

Matti Anttonen 
Permanent State Secretary, Ministry for Foreign Affairs
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1 International practices and operating 
methods are changing 

1.1  Shared norms are questioned as competition intensifies

The global role of Europe and the United States is diminishing in relative terms. Having 
become prosperous in economic terms, China is striving to increase its importance on the 
international stage. Other countries, such as Russia, are also aiming to establish a more 
significant position. China and Russia are challenging the Western unity and ability to act.

The commitment to universal human rights, democracy and the rule of law has diminis-
hed. International mobility, digital communication and social media have changed the 
world permanently. In many countries, this is seen as a threat to the internal order and the 
changes are rebuffed with nationalistic rhetoric or increasing control of citizens. In the co-
ming years, a major challenge will be to convince international actors of the significance 
of human rights commitments as sources of well-being, stability and sustainable develop-
ment.

From Finland’s perspective, it is important that the United States and the EU are able to set 
common objectives and cooperate to prevent the erosion of transatlantic unity and influ-
ence. The United States is challenging global trade norms. The growing use of economic 
power politics — such as increased barriers to trade or exploitation of economic depen-
dencies — have a negative impact on countries like Finland.

Economic growth has lifted hundreds of millions of people out of extreme poverty, and 
living conditions have improved across the world. At the same time, social inequality and 
the unequal distribution of wealth, both between countries and within countries, continue 
to grow and create instability. The benefits of technology are also unevenly distributed.

Population growth is increasingly concentrated in the poorest countries in Africa and 
South Asia. Climate change may exacerbate living conditions in many regions and, when 
combined with other factors, it can accelerate migration even within a short period of time.

Conflicts have increasingly become protracted and more difficult to resolve, particularly in 
the Middle East. During the past few years the need for humanitarian aid has risen to a re-
cord level due to conflicts, the growing number of refugees and climate change. Conflicts 
often create a breeding ground for extremism and accelerate migration. Europe, the Midd-
le East and Africa have a significant impact on each other’s future.
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The geopolitical and economic significance of the High North will increase. The escalation 
of climate change may lead to growth in maritime transport and the exploitation of Arctic 
hydrocarbon reserves. In addition to Russia and other traditional northern actors, China 
and other Asian countries are interested in the region. 

1.2  Multilateral cooperation is indispensable

Climate change and environmental degradation, extreme poverty, growing inequality, 
problems related to uneven population growth and uncontrolled migration as well as in-
creasing violent radicalisation and terrorism are challenges that are best tackled through 
multilateral cooperation.

Multilateral cooperation has produced significant negotiation results, such as Agenda 
2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) it includes as well as the Paris climate 
agreement. These accomplishments were achieved with the help of cooperation between 
states, non-governmental organisations, businesses and individual opinion leaders. The 
implementation of the climate agreement and the SDGs requires commitment and action 
from states, societal actors and businesses.

However, the activities of multilateral organisations involve significant challenges and 
conflicts of interest. Commitment to the principles and values of the UN Charter has dimi-
nished. Without reform, the UN is not able to respond to global challenges.

Individuals, organisations, cities, communities and businesses will take on a larger and mo-
re independent role in shaping the international agenda and defining and implementing 
international norms than before. At the same time, the increased number and diversity of 
actors make processes, such as agreeing on the rules of trade, more complex. The authori-
ty of states as main negotiators on international norms cannot be taken for granted in all 
fields in the future.

1.3  Technological development reshapes foreign policy

Reconciling the goals of economic growth and climate policy is one of the key global iss-
ues of the future. The digital transformation and advances in artificial intelligence enable 
the more efficient use of resources. Humankind needs rapid development and adoption of 
the circular economy and cleaner technology.
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On the one hand, technology can be used to promote well-being, security and transpa-
rency. On the other hand, technology is also used for oppression, terrorism and the spread 
of disinformation. The cyber environment and artificial intelligence make the attribution 
of hybrid activities more difficult. Advanced weapons technology and weapons of mass 
destruction may end up in the hands of non-state actors more easily than before. The im-
pacts of the wider adoption of artificial intelligence are not yet fully understood. Technolo-
gy has a significant impact on future threats and the content of foreign and security policy. 
It also requires changes in practices.

Technological development is progressing rapidly, driven by private enterprises. Techno-
logy companies and communities are the primary partners of international organisations 
and states in the establishment of commonly accepted practices and shared norms. The 
increasing role of states that challenge universal values makes it more difficult to reach 
agreement on new global norms. Striking a balance between economic interests, the pre-
vention of security threats and the values of democratic and open society is the main chal-
lenge when drafting the new sets of international norms.

1.4  Strengthening the EU’s external action while unity is 
eroding

The European Union must take on greater responsibility for international development as 
U.S. foreign policy has become more selective. At the same time, the EU’s eroding unity, 
the questioning of its core values as well as the direction of the development of the rule of 
law in certain Member States are diminishing its international standing. In practice, impro-
ving the EU’s external capabilities in the next few years means the strengthening of diffe-
rentiated integration within the EU. The enlargement of the Union must not compromise 
the EU’s value base and external capabilities. Brexit will change the EU’s internal dynamics 
and influence the content and impact of its policies.

The sense of security among EU citizens has been diminished by violent radicalisation, 
terrorism and intense migration as well as major economic disruptions and the uncerta-
inty caused by them. Populistic movements have grown in strength and mutual solidarity 
between the Member States has declined. The EU and its Member States must respond to 
the security concerns of citizens on the basis of European values.

To the east of the EU, Russia shows no signs of changing its confrontational and revisionist 
approach. Tensions between Russia and the West may remain high for a long time to co-
me.
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To the south of the EU, engaging in coherent development, trade and investment policy is 
the best way for the Union to reduce poverty, prevent conflicts and influence the underly-
ing reasons behind migration.

FAC TO R S  T H AT  A R E  C H A N G I N G  T H E  O P E R AT I N G  M E T H O D S  O F 
I N T E R N AT I O N A L  P O L I T I C S

• Changing geopolitical power dynamics: The dynamics of the relationships between the 
world’s major powers are changing and the relative position and influence of the Western 
countries in the international system is diminishing. 

• Consequences of technological progress: Technological progress in areas such as artificial 
intelligence, information technology and space technology is rapid and unpredictable and 
its impacts are broad. The development of energy technology will influence power relations.

• Strengthening of non-state actors: Individuals, businesses, cities, new international 
communities and networks are having a growing and more independent impact on 
international affairs and norms.

• Diversification of methods of influence: The line between external and internal, 
commercial and political as well as private and state-coordinated activities are becoming 
blurred, making attribution of action more difficult.

• Continuous growth of international interdependence: Resolving our most significant 
shared challenges, such as climate change and its impacts, is beyond the capacity of any 
individual state.
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2 Finland takes initiative in international 
issues

2.1  Foreign policy is based on values, consistency and setting 
an example 

• Promoting universal human rights, democracy and the rule of law is 
increasingly important in Finland’s foreign policy. The example set 
by Finland adds to the credibility of these activities.

• Non-discrimination and gender equality are important foreign po-
licy objectives for Finland. Promoting the position of women and 
girls has intrinsic value and is an important instrument in the pro-
motion of peace and well-being.

• Having consistent objectives for security policy, trade policy and 
development policy improves the effectiveness of our activities. 
Promoting the goals of sustainable development is a key aspect of 
Finland’s foreign policy. Finland is a country that bears its responsi-
bility globally. Increasing the budget for development cooperation 
is essential: a credible plan must be created for achieving the level 
of 0.7% of gross national income.

• The Nordic countries are an important reference group for Finland 
in the promotion of openness, equality, sustainable development 
and civic engagement. Being part of the Nordic region will be more 
effectively utilised in foreign policy.

2.2  Effective international rule-based order is in Finland’s 
interest 

• Finland is committed to the UN’s universal values and promotes the 
strengthening of international justice and human rights and putting 
an end to impunity. We call for commitment by all states to shared 
norms and putting them to practice.

• Finland takes initiative in the renewal and strengthening of the UN 
system.

• In order to find solutions, connections and dialogue will be develo-
ped not only with other states, but also with individuals, organisa-
tions, businesses and communities.
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2.3  Aiming for a union with a global impact 

• The EU is Finland’s most important reference group. Finland promo-
tes the strengthening of the EU’s external operating capacity and 
unity. To enhance its consistent foreign policy and security policy, 
the EU should, for example, make more frequent use of the qualified 
majority voting.

• Finland participates in the EU’s defence cooperation and the EU–Na-
to cooperation as well their development.

• Finland emphasises the EU development policy objectives of era-
dicating poverty, reducing inequality and promoting sustainable 
development. The EU’s development cooperation and policy will be 
developed as a more integral part of the Union’s external relations.

• Finland acts to strengthen the EU’s operating capacity related to 
commercial policy and supports the signing of union agreements 
with other countries and regions.

• Finland prepares for the possibility of differentiated integration. 
To defend its values and interests, Finland must be involved in all 
groups that make decisions that influence our country.

2.4  Finland is a stronger producer of security 

• Finland’s close cooperation with Sweden and the United States and 
the development of regional arrangements and Nato cooperation, 
including the 29+2 model, strengthen the security of the Baltic Sea 
region and Europe.

• Finland acts to prevent conflicts and resolve them through peace 
mediation and comprehensive crisis management. To ensure that 
peace mediation and peace building efforts are sufficiently long-
term, funding must be secured for these activities. Models for secu-
ring financing for peace mediation projects from sources other than 
development cooperation funds will be explored.

• Finland participates in the development of shared cyber and hybrid 
defence capacity in the EU and in cooperation with Nato. The ade-
quate information security of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs and ot-
her authorities will be ensured. More resources are needed for this.
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• Finland takes initiative in preventing threats related to the spread of 
weapons of mass destruction as well as issues related to the control 
and reduction of conventional weapons.

2.5  Finland takes initiative in the northern region  
and in our neighbourhood 

• Finland takes initiative in promoting security and sustainable eco-
nomic cooperation in the Arctic region and the Baltic Sea region. 
Finland takes broad-based measures to prepare for various risks 
concerning the neighbouring areas.

• Finland’s EU membership and the fact that Finland and Russia are 
neighbouring states are defining factors in Finland’s Russia policy.  
In order to take part in shaping the EU’s Russia policy and to mana-
ge the relationship with Russia, dialogue with Russia is essential.

• The scope of the tools of influence utilised by Russia and the comp-
rehensive nature of these activities are recognised. For its part, the 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs ensures that the government and society 
have a realistic picture of Russia’s policies.

2.6  Stronger partnerships with Africa

• Finland will invest in closer political and commercial relationships as 
well as more comprehensive and effective presence in Africa.

• Finland supports sustainable development and economic growth 
in Africa. Partnerships will be diversified by focusing on commercial 
and economic cooperation as well as innovation cooperation.

• In the most fragile countries, there is a need for stronger develop-
ment cooperation and humanitarian aid. Finland’s activities are par-
ticularly geared towards strengthening the position of women and 
girls, sexual and reproductive health and rights as well as education, 
employment and good governance.

• Finland will strengthen security and development by increasing its 
involvement in conflict prevention, peace mediation, peace building 
and crisis management in Africa.
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2.7  The rise of Asia calls for a stronger presence in the region 

• Asia’s economic and political significance to Finland will continue 
to grow, which is why it is important to strengthen and diversify re-
lationships with Asia. China’s influence and goals will be evaluated 
not only from an economic standpoint, but also from the security 
policy perspective.

• Finland will focus resources and expand cooperation not only in 
East Asia, but also in the growing markets of South and Southeast 
Asia.

• Finland will promote the development of the EU’s agreement 
network with China, India and other key countries in Asia.

H O W  WA S  T H E  M FA’S  F U T U R E S  R E V I E W  D R A F T E D ?

The preparation of the Futures Review of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs was carried out by the 
Ministry’s Policy Planning and Research Unit. The Senior Management Group supervised the 
effort. 

The Ministry’s Directors General, persons on the Training Course for Newly Recruited Diplomats 
and external stakeholders contributed to the process through workshops. University students 
were invited to take part in a writing competition. An internal survey was conducted within the 
Ministry to canvass the views of the entire personnel of the Foreign Service. In addition, heads 
of missions were requested to report on future threats and opportunities. 

The background materials used for the Futures Review included, in particular, the Ministry’s 
own reporting, international foresight and research reports and the scenarios and other 
outputs of the foresight exercise coordinated by the Prime Minister’s Office and implemented 
by the Ministry in 2017. 

Thank you to everyone who participated in the process!
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