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Abstract
Salient normative status dimensions, or the socially significant and widespread idea-
tional bases on which states seek to be viewed positively in international societies,
pattern inter-state relations and signal fluctuating values underpinning an international
order. Their dynamics, however, are not well understood. This article introduces an
analytical framework to study relations between issue salience and status dimension
salience in an international society over time. To what extent have democracy, human
rights, economic development, social development and fighting poverty, gender equal-
ity, and environmental protection gained, lost or retained salience – both as issues and as
sources of states’ domestic-level social identifications? Empirically, the article analyzes
trends in the salience of issues and of normative status dimensions in the six above-
mentioned issue areas, using manually-coded content analysis and automated text
analysis of United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) General Debate (GD) speeches
between 1978 and 2023. Findings include that there has been an expansion of the
characteristics, efforts and aspirations with which state representatives in this venue
express their states’ positive social identities, adding new layers to the normative
foundations underpinning international order.

Keywords: International society; normative status dimensions; salience; social identifications; United
Nations

Introduction

Building a modern international order is an ongoing task in which we are all
protagonists.1

–Mr. Mauricio Macri, President of the Argentine Republic,
UNGA, 20 September 2016.
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Scholars and practitioners have sought to understand how the values at the core
of international orders are evolving,2 including shifts in the social significance of liberal
ideals.3 International Relations (IR) scholarship has often focused on trends within and
between great and rising powers. Yet the support, or lack of support, of the world’s large
number of small- and medium-sized states is also integral.4 This study presents new
evidence of how key characteristics, efforts and aspirations with which state representa-
tives in the United Nations (UN) express their states’ own positive social identities have
gained, lost or retained salience since the end of the Cold War.

Building on scholarship that emphasizes shared identities and aspirations at the
basis of international orders, this approach adds to insights about the ‘distribution of
identities across states’ (Allan, Vucetic andHopf 2018: 850). Identity ‘is likely to be the
major defining feature of new orders’, argues Trine Flockhart, who also highlights that
shared identities, including norms and domestic governance arrangements, contrib-
ute to the internal cohesion of an international society (2016: 24, 14-15 ; see also Reus-
Smit 2009). The distribution of identities in an international society notably com-
prises aspirations (Finnemore and Jurkovich 2020), that is, prevailing ideas not only
about who actors are but also who they are becoming (Towns 2010; Hall 1996: 4).

An aim of this article is to analyze relations between (a) issue salience and (b) the
salience of normative status dimensions, which have not yet been studied in depth.
Salience refers to social significance within a society at a given point in time. Normative
status dimensions refer here to the fluctuating, collective ideational bases (e.g., social
categories) on which actors convey positive social identifications in an international
society. Understanding their dynamics is important because they can potentially con-
tribute to improving inhabitants’ quality of life.5 For example, if a status dimension based
on social development and fighting poverty is highly salient in international society, this
can encourage states and other actors to enhance domestic-level efforts and cooperation
to fulfill basic needs and improve health care, education and social protection programs
for all. In other words, studying changes in the salience of social identifications in an
international society offers insights into the evolution of informal groups and prospects
for collective action. To help visualize the concept of a salient normative status dimension,
an analogy can be made to magnets with different forces of attraction. How strong is the
pull of a specific value-based magnet across an international society in different years?

Normative status dimensions differ from related concepts such as social stratification,6

status7 or norms.8 Only some, not all, international norm sets become relevant for states’

2See, for example, Keene 2002; Clark 2005; Hurrell 2007; Reus-Smit 2009; Towns 2010; Donnelly 2011;
Larson, Paul and Wohlforth 2014; Pouliot 2016; Wohlforth, de Carvalho, Leira and Neumann 2017;
Hellmann 2018; Larson 2020; Adler 2019; Barnett 2021; Lake, Martin and Risse 2021.

3Bukovansky 2007; Dunne 2010; Hecht 2016; Brazys and Dukalskis 2017; Jahn 2018; Duncombe and
Dunne 2018; Ikenberry 2018, 2020.

4See Hurrell 2007: 316; Acharya 2016; Tourinho 2021.
5Documenting effects of salient social categories, however, is beyond the article’s scope. See, for example,

Larson and Shevchenko 2010; Oakes 1987; van Knippenberg and Ellemers 1993.
6Stratification refers to the ‘differential ranking’ and treatment of actors (including states) as ‘superior and

inferior relative to one another in certain socially important respects’ (Parsons 1940: 841; Towns 2010: 44–45).
7A widely cited definition of status refers to ‘collective beliefs about a given state’s ranking on valued

attributes (wealth, coercive capabilities, culture, demographic position, sociopolitical organization, and
diplomatic clout)’ (Larson et al. 2014: 7).

8Constructivists have often viewed norms as ‘collective expectations about proper behavior for a given
identity’ in international relations (Jepperson, Wendt and Katzenstein 1996: 54). Antje Wiener offers a
broader definition as ‘ideas of varying degrees of abstraction and specification with respect to fundamental
values, organizing principles, or standardized procedures’ (2018: 59–60).
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positive social identifications.9 Akin to ‘dimensions of differentiation’ (Donnelly 2011:
153), normative status dimensions represent fluid informal groups rather than hierarch-
ies. As norms shape and are shaped by differentiation processes (Towns 2010: 44; Towns
and Rumelili 2017), these concepts intersect yet are distinct. Like norms, status dimen-
sions are situated at the structural, not the unit, level. They are co-constituted among the
full society, including major powers, international organizations (IOs), smaller states and
others. Scholarship on status in world politics typically considers status as multidimen-
sional, with both material and ideational components (e.g., Larson, Paul and Wohlforth
2014; Larson and Shevchenko 2010; Pouliot 2016). This study presents a complementary
picture from a different angle. Rather than observing rankings or external recognition by
powerful states, international organizations or others, normative status dimensions are
observed here by aggregating state representatives’ own expressions of their states as
associated with certain social categories. This is a self-referential approach consistent with
the social-psychological concept of self-categorization (Oakes 1987; Turner 1987; Hogg
and Abrams 1998).

Intuitively, one might expect to observe correlation between the salience of an issue
and of a related normative status dimension (i.e., how widespread states’ expressions of
positive social identity are on an issue) in the same venue, but this is not necessarily the
case. For example, trends in the percentage of state representatives expressing that
fighting climate change is an important general issue may or may not correlate with
the percentage of those expressing that their states take (or will take) domestic-level action
to fight climate change. This is discussed in greater detail below. This study highlights
significant dynamics that would be overlooked by scholarship that relies exclusively on
automated text analysis.

Empirically, the dynamics of salient normative status dimensions are studied here by
measuring and aggregating the domestic or national level characteristics, efforts and
aspirations that state representatives communicate to be valued, with reference to their
own states. This builds on a method I developed to evaluate shifts in the salience of
democratic governance as a basis of social status and as an issue in the UN General
Assembly (UNGA) General Debate (GD) (Hecht 2016).10 Here, I conduct manually-
coded content analysis (3,142 speeches) of all state representatives’ speeches in theUNGA
GD in seventeen years between 1978 and 2023 to compare trends in the salience of six
prevalent social categories: as leaders articulate that their states (domestically) (a) are
governed democratically or are making democratic reforms, (b) are committed to
protecting human rights, (c) empower women or strive for gender equality; (d) take
domestic-level action to protect the environment or fight climate change; (e) pursue or
achieve economic development or growth or (f) pursue social development or fight
poverty (e.g., improve health care, education, social protection). These include themost
frequently articulated social categories related to national-level characteristics, efforts
and goals in this venue, with variation, in these years. I also analyze and compare the
trends with quantitativemeasures of issue salience derived from automated text analysis

9Which become salient is a question for empirical analysis.
10This 2016 article focused on the salience of democratic governance in the UNGA GD between 1992 and

2014, with comparison to 1982. Using manual coding, it identified seven ways that state representatives have
spoken about democratic governance of states and studied trends in references to democracy as an issue and
as a basis of positive social identifications in an international organization. The present article simplifies and
builds on my previously developed method, extending it to five additional social categories, with manually-
coded evidence between 1978 and 2023, an original analytical framework, and comparison with indicators
generated by automated text analysis.
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of the full corpus of GD statements, as will be further discussed. A finding is that there
has been an expansion, rather than replacement, of the domestic-level components
that state representatives express as positive in relation to their own states in the
UNGA GD.

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. The next two sections present the
conceptual framework, building on constructivist IR scholarship and social psychology.
Then I introduce a matrix to interpret the range of possible relations between the salience
of issues and of normative status dimensions in a given venue. The following section
describes themethods and case selection. In the empirical section, I present findings from
the UNGA GD and analyze patterns of relations between issue salience and status
dimension salience in the six above-mentioned social categories. Implications for inter-
national order are also discussed. The conclusion summarizes, considers policy implica-
tions and suggests directions for future research.

Conceptual framework: Changes in the salience of normative status dimensions and
values in international orders

Why can we learn about changes in the ideational foundations of international orders by
studying the dynamics of salient normative status dimensions? A widely cited definition
of international order refers to a pattern of relations among states and other actors that
‘sustains the elementary or primary goals or the society of states, or international society’
(Bull 1977: 8; Flockhart 2016). These social purposes are dynamic and evolve with an
order’s supporting rules, norms and institutions, as well as the distribution of power and
material resources (Ikenberry 2018; Lake et al. 2021). By focusing on changes in norma-
tive structures, this article addresses one piece of the broader question of how inter-
national orders are evolving.

The two above-mentioned concepts – social purposes of an international society and
normative status dimensions – have some affinities and overlap, yet the former is broader
in scope. Salient normative status dimensions represent the strength of actors’ (states’)
interest in associating with an informal group in which related values and aspirations are
viewed as positive (cf. Ellemers 2017; Hurd 2007: 59; Turner 1987; Finnemore and
Jurkovich 2020: 761). Shifts signify changes in the appeal of certain social categories,
which are linked to prevailing ideas about the principles of legitimacy in a society at
specific points in time.

Social purposes mentioned by diplomats in the UN system in the first decades
after its founding in 1945, in addition to those in the UN Charter’s Preamble,
included preventing the outbreak of a highly destructive third world war and
ending colonialism and apartheid. Many statespersons considered human rights
vital to achieving these goals, as well as goals in their own right. Social purposes
have also included preserving an international society and its members via prin-
ciples such as non-intervention and territorial integrity (Reus-Smit 2009). Even
prior to 1989, some identified liberal values as salient among states in global
international society, despite the concurrent East–West contestation. For example,
Inis Claude argued in 1966 that democratic principles had achieved ‘widespread
acceptance as the criterion of legitimate governance within the state’ (369). And
in 1986, R.J. Vincent argued that ‘human rights are a prominent, if not the
dominant, criterion’ of international legitimacy (131).
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After the end of the Cold War, social purposes of global international society
became more liberal, as several scholars have argued, as states’ participation in an
inner core of international society became increasingly associated with certain
domestic-level characteristics, including democratic governance, human rights and
participating in the global economy (Clark 2005: 40, 188; Hurrell 2007; Donnelly 2011;
Pouliot 2016; Viola 2020). Narratives about the origins of the ‘liberal international
order’ (LIO) explain that as the (Western) liberal order expanded globally in the 1990s,
governance within states increasingly became a ‘subject of legitimate international
concern’ (Hurrell 2007: 143; Jahn 2018; Ikenberry 2018: 9–10). Changing ideas about
moral purposes of the state-qualified sovereign equality (Reus-Smit 2009: 159, 164;
Clark 2005). With prominent UN-sponsored global conferences in the 1990s, inter-
national norms evolved to emphasize the well-being of individuals. At the same time,
states’ domestic-level characteristics and goals became increasingly articulated in
multilateral diplomacy.

In recent years, debates about the ‘end’ of liberal international order and its prospects
have raised questions about the future place and social significance of liberal values,
including democracy and human rights (e.g., Mearsheimer 2019; Ikenberry 2018, 2020;
Allan et al. 2018; Reus-Smit 2021; Barnett 2021; Flockhart 2022). Some have diagnosed a
‘crisis of social purpose’ of liberal internationalism (Ikenberry 2018: 10), given the rise of
nationalist populist parties in major democratic states, external challenges from major
authoritarian states and declining ‘Western’ power. Analyses in early 2025 are even more
pessimistic. According to David Petrasek, however, liberal ideals may be somewhat
resilient because leaders from multiple world regions actively contributed to the emer-
gence and institutionalization of global commitments (e.g., human rights) (2019: 103–4;
see also Acharya 2016).

Thus, it is useful to gain additional empirical knowledge from the perspectives of all
the world’s states about the extent of shifts in various values and aspirations – old and
new – that have been expressed as integral to international orders. Orders require
legitimation of their social purposes, which ‘must be consistent with the distribution of
identity’ (Allan et al. 2018: 839), including aspirations. How central have democracy
and human rights been in the global distribution of states’ social identifications, and to
what extent are new social identifications gaining significance? Few scholars of inter-
national order, for example, have considered poverty eradication as a central social
purpose, despite its prominence as a ‘supernorm’ since the 2000s (see Fukuda-Parr and
Hulme 2011).

There are also implications for leadership in international society. As Deborah
Larson reminds us, ‘a leader of the international system must have followers’, which
depends on an ideology that resonates widely (2020: 183; see also Reus-Smit 2021).
As different normative status dimensions become salient, this suggests a more
heterogeneous leadership in global international society, with variation in different
issue areas. Despite international orders’ (and leaders’) need for broad appeal in a
range of policy fields, less attention has been paid to trends in the (global) appeal side
of the equation.

Salient normative status dimensions and domestic-level social identifications

Many values or aspirations are concurrently available for use in communicating a
state’s positive social identity (Hogg and Abrams 1998: 17; Pouliot 2016). By selecting a
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particular characteristic or goal, diplomats categorize their state as belonging to a group
of states with similar, valued attributes or priorities (Barker 2001: 35; Hall 1996: 2).
They also further legitimate, reinforce or alter the salience of these characteristics or
aspirations (Schneider, Nullmeier and Hurrelmann 2007; Hurd 2011: 587).

Social identity is ‘a shared/collective representation of who one is and how one should
behave’ (Hogg and Abrams 1998: 3). State representatives’ social identity expressions11

are communicative displays of (states’ own) characteristics, efforts or goals which
generally correspond with group norms. For example, identifying his state in terms of
democracy and human rights,Mr. David Kabua, President of the Republic of theMarshall
Islands, stated in 2021: ‘Throughout my nation’s young history, we have remained true to
the pursuit of an independent and free democracy, which assures basic and human
rights’.12 Such self-referential expressions hold significance, according to social psych-
ologists, as actors ‘are generally less willing to be considered in terms of categorizations
that are ascribed to them or imposed upon them by others than to being included in
groups whose membership they have earned or chosen’ (Ellemers, Spears and Doosje
2002: 171).

Whether states’ social identity expressions are sincere, accurate or idealized does
not undermine their political relevance (Hall 1996: 4; Crawford 2002: 125–28; Hurd
2011: 591–96; Johnstone 2011: 23–24; Abulof and Kornprobst 2017: 10). Even insin-
cere claims signify and perpetuate a social category. Diplomats claiming to represent a
particular type of state (even if idealized), communicate how they would like their state
to be recognized and treated (Bailes 2015: 261–62) in a certain social group and
context.

Domestic-level social identifications are communicative displays of states’ national
(or sub-national) shared characteristics, efforts or aspirations. ‘A country’s international
reputation is largely dependent on its domestic health’,13 stated Mr. Jan Kavan, Minister
for Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, in 1998. Yet the attributes of ‘domestic health’
that diplomats choose to showcase vary over time. An example in the issue area of social
development was made by Mrs. Alicia Bárcena Ibarra, Minister for Foreign Affairs of
Mexico, in 2023, who stated that in Mexico, ‘5.1 million people have been lifted out of
poverty in recent years. We witnessed the largest increase in the minimum wage in our
history and developed an elaborate network of social programmes that extend rights to
the entire population.’14

When aggregated, these expressions reflect the appeal of certain informal groups at
specific points in time.15 Even if actors may hold different ideas about their meaning and
interpretation, international norms and goals that have been endorsed by consensus and
institutionalized in the UN system provide language with which some diplomats speak

11Social identity expressions are synonymous here with (verbally communicated) social identifications and
with what Bucher and Jasper (2017: 392) call ‘acts of identification’, or ‘empirically observable articulations
that make reference to “identity”’. The approach avoids essentializing identities and considers identity
construction a dynamic, continuous, open-ended activity. See also Epstein 2010; Towns 2010; and Adams
and Mitrani 2024.

12UNGA, 22 September 2021, A/76/PV.6, p. 35.
13UNGA, 23 September 1998, A/53/PV.12, p. 29.
14UNGA 23 September 2023, A/78/PV.12, p. 35.
15On informal group politics in IOs, see Smith and Laatikainen 2020, and in relation to UNGA

sponsorship dynamics, see Seabra and Mesquita 2022.
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about goals for their states and others, especially in multilateral venues with international
and domestic audiences (Barnett and Finnemore 2004; Towns 2010; Pouliot 2016;
Ellemers 2017; Hecht and Steffek 2024). Yet not every international norm set becomes
relevant for states’ self-representations and some status dimensions become salient in the
absence of codified international norms.16

The concept of normative status dimensions helps to visualize changes in informal
groups, which evolve with shared positive social identifications in an international
society. Some statements convey explicitly that domestic-level social identifications
connect a state to an informal group of states that share certain characteristics, policies
or priorities. For example, Ms. Suzi Carla Barbosa, Minister for Foreign Affairs, Inter-
national Cooperation and Communities of the Republic of Guinea-Bissau, stated in 2019:

As a champion of gender equality, Guinea-Bissau…wishes to share with the General
Assembly the historical adoption of the law of parity by the People’s National
Assembly in Guinea-Bissau in 2018, which established women’s level of represen-
tation in elected positions at 36 per cent. As a result, Guinea-Bissau became part of a
group of more than 80 countries that have adopted corrective and temporary
measures to increase the participation of women in politics and decision-making.17

Expressions of states’ own domestic achievements or commitments are more meaning-
ful indicators of social identification than declaring a value important for other actors (e.g.,
for a state’s neighbors, their region or theUN system). By analogy, at the individual level, if a
leader self-identifies as an environmentalist and tells a large audience that she composts or
volunteers to remove plastics from beaches and parks, this is a more meaningful, personal
commitment to the environment than if she praises her neighbors for installing solar panels
or argues that the government should invest more in renewable energy. An example in the
issue area of environmental protection,Mr. EnriqueCastillo,Minister for ForeignAffairs of
the Republic of Costa Rica, stated in the General Debate in 2012:

Costa Rica adopted sustainability as a development model several years ago and has
embraced its national responsibilities on the matter. We have increased our forest
coverage.We generate 90 per cent of our energy from renewable sources. Over 25 per
cent of our territory is made up of national parks, and we have adopted the goal of
becoming a carbon-neutral country by 2021.18

As an example in the policy area of social development and fighting poverty, in 2018, Mr.
Wang Yi, State Councillor and Minister for Foreign Affairs of the People‘s Republic of
China, stated:

In the past 40 years, more than 700 million individuals in the Chinese population
have been lifted out of absolute poverty, which accounts for more than 70 per cent of
the global totals for the same period. A basic medical insurance system has been set
up to cover China’s 1.35 billion people, and a social pension network accessible to
more than 900 million people has been fully implemented.19

16On norms and different types of salience, see Rosert 2019.
17UNGA, 28 September 2019, A/74/PV.11, p. 55. Italics added.
18UNGA, 1 October 2012, A/67/PV.19, p. 33.
19UNGA, 28 September 2018, A/73/PV.12, p. 20.
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As suggested above, the salience of a normative status dimension can be gleaned by
aggregating the percentage of state representatives’ statements that mention their states’
own domestic-level efforts, achievements, characteristics, policies or aspirations in dif-
ferent issue areas in a given venue and point in time. This requires manual coding to
distinguish from the broader indicator of issue salience. Issue salience comprises a wider
range of expressions beyond domestic-level social identifications, for example, when a
diplomat conveys a state’s support for certain shared priorities or norms in its foreign
policy, either bilaterally or as an issue for multilateral or UN action beyond its borders, as
well as vague expressions of support for (or contestation of) an issue. This is further
discussed in the methods section below. Differentiating between these two indicators is
important because normative status dimension salience provides more meaningful
insights into changes in the values underpinning an international order. Although not
every state representative is expected to articulate domestic-level social identifications in
each issue area in the UNGA GD each year, a large and significant number articulate
several of them, and by viewing patterns in the combination of these statements over time,
we gain knowledge about changes in the salience of different status dimensions in
international society.

State representatives highlight aspects of their states’ (positive) social identities in UN
venues for various reasons. Some are proud of their domestic achievements or reforms.
Some explain why theymake excellent partners for cooperation, are good destinations for
business and investment or deserve integration in regional or other groups. ‘Aspiring
group members hoping to earn trust and inclusion often express characteristic group
valuesmost strongly, as a pledge of loyalty to the group’, argues social psychologist Naomi
Ellemers (2017: 28, 14). Some would like to be viewed as leaders in the related issue areas.
Others convey their right to govern (Barker 2001), to sovereignty (Franck 1990), to reduce
stigma (Adler-Nissen 2014) or to lift sanctions. When describing their national efforts or
priorities in the UNGA, state representatives often reaffirm their commitment to uphold-
ing the values and purposes of the United Nations or to achieving collective goals
endorsed at major global conferences. Some state representatives also highlight their
domestic efforts and goals in response tomajor international, regional or domestic events.
Systematic explanation of states’ motivations, however, is beyond this article’s scope, as
the focus here is on trends at the structural level.

Historically, some international norms for states’ domestic-level behavior differen-
tiated between developing and industrialized countries. Agendas such as the Millen-
nium Development Goals and the Kyoto Protocol assigned different roles to different
types of states. These roles have been reflected in discourse. Several industrialized states
have tended to focus on global or regional policy rather than national policy in their GD
statements. However, some shifts in discursive patterns could be expected, for example,
if their standing in certain issue areas comes into question, the categories become blurry,
during increased contestation (Oakes 1987; Ellemers et al. 2002) or when international
norms apply to new groups of actors, such as the shift in the domestic-level applicability
of the SDGs beyond developing countries to all states.

To summarize, an empirical aim of this study is to illustrate and compare changes in the
salience of six normative status dimensions (and related values at the foundation of
international order) by measuring the extent to which state representatives express positive
domestic-level social identifications on the basis of these social categories in the UNGAGD
over time. An analytical objective is to improve understanding of relations between the
salience of issues and status dimensions, to which we now turn.
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Relations between issue salience and (normative) status dimension salience

Table 1 presents a schematic overview of nine possible relations between issue salience
(i.e., how widespread is discussion of certain issues across a society) and the salience of
related status dimensions (i.e., the extent to which state representatives express domestic-
level characteristics, efforts, goals or achievements related to these issues) in a given venue
at different points in time. This analytical differentiation is useful because the latter (solid
lines) provides unique insights into trends in the strength of values underpinning an
international order. Issue salience (dashed lines) can be rapidly calculated with corpus
linguistic tools and automated frequencymeasures. However, automatedmethods cannot
capture the sometimes significantly different patterns of status dimension salience, which
require manual coding to reveal.

One might expect the salience of issues and related status dimensions to be
correlated, as shown in the light-shaded boxes (a, e and i). That is, one might expect
states’ social identifications (e.g., as states that fight poverty) to rise or fall in parallel
with the salience of this issue in a particular venue over time. However, correlation
cannot be assumed. Notably, issue salience and status dimension salience can each
independently take three values over time – rising, stable or falling. Table 1 visualizes
possible combinations.

Why is this important? Activists in a particular issue area would like both issue
salience and status dimension salience to be high, but the latter is viewed as key.
According to Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, when states are trying to raise their
status, civil societymay havemore leverage (1998: 29). Social psychologists also note that
when a particular social category is salient, actors are more likely to think of themselves
in these terms and cooperation or contestation on related topics is more likely (see
Turner 1987; Ellemers 2017). If issue salience is high while status dimension salience is

Table 1. Overview of possible relations between issue salience and status dimension salience (in the
same issue area) over a period of time. Light shaded boxes (a, e and i): show both types of salience with
a strong correlation. White boxes (b, d, f and h) show decorrelation. Darker shaded boxes (c and g)
represent anti-correlation.

Global Constitutionalism 9

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

20
45

38
17

25
00

00
73

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S2045381725000073


low in a particular issue area, advocacy efforts may be less successful than if both
are high.

Relations between issue salience and status dimension salience can be grouped
according to their correlation at different points in time. The first pattern is that they
may be strongly or moderately correlated (boxes, a, e and i). A second pattern is that
theymay be decorrelated. Scenarios of decorrelation are shown by the white boxes (b, d,
f and h) in Table 1. Box b shows rising status dimension salience while issue salience
remains constant; boxes d and f show constant status dimension salience while issue
salience increases or decreases; and box h shows declining status dimension salience
while issue salience holds constant. Decorrelation represents a disconnect between the
prevalence of discussed topics and their resonance for positive social identifications in a
given venue. A final pattern is the possibility of anti-correlation, represented by the
darker boxes c and g.

Why would we observe weak correlation, decorrelation or inconsistency over time?
Some issues become significant for states’ positive domestic-level social identifications
only gradually, others emerge more quickly, some lose appeal and some fail to become
fashionable. Salient issues among states in the UN system may (or may not) resonate as
aspects of domestic-level social identifications. Boxes b and d represent the curious
scenario of unfulfilled potential for a salient issue to become a salient status dimension.
Status dimension salience can increase, as in box b, for example, if processes that shape
status markers become more inclusive of the full group or if institutionalization and
implementation in an issue area become more robust.

Alternatively, decorrelation might be viewed as resulting from some states’ strategic
use of non-self-identification or silence as an image-management tactic, partly to avoid
calling attention to lower-than-expected performance consistent with certain normative
values. Thiswould, however, still be compatible with the analysis presented here.Whether
for strategic or other motives, the characteristics, efforts and aspirations that states
showcase vary over time. Significant shifts in the percentage of states that express different
social identifications in a given year, as in the strategy of social creativity, will be visible in
the comparative empirical data in the figures in the next sectionwhen these changes occur
between the six selected categories. In addition, even if a state does not fully embody the
characteristic in question, state representatives often reference future-looking policy goals
or aspirations, rather than past or present achievements (see Finnemore and Jurkovich
2020), which lowers the bar to associating with certain social categories.

Social psychologists suggest that the salience of a social category among individuals is
affected by ‘accessibility’ of the category, including utility and actors’ ‘fit’ with the
category, as well as actual and anticipated changes in the relative prestige of prototypical
actors (Oakes 1987; Ellemers et al. 2002). Major events (e.g., the COVID-19 pandemic)
generate widespread attention to related issues and may correspond with short-term
increases in domestic-level social identifications. However, disentangling speakers’
motivations is beyond this article’s scope. The bottom row (boxes g. h and i) may result
from contestation or competing agendas. Understanding the abstract patterns in Table 1
can benefit from comparison with empirical evidence.

Methods and case selection

The United Nations General Assembly, with its wide membership and broad policy
portfolio, has been a highly visible global venue for debates related to international
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legitimacy (Claude 1966; Vincent 1986: 62; Steffek 2003; Binder and Heupel 2015). The
General Debate (GD), which opens the annual sessions of the UNGA each September in
NewYork, is uniquely apt for studying changes in the salience of social identifications and
issues among the world’s states, given its significance as a symbolic site of multilateral
diplomacy in which state representatives are allotted equal time to speak about topics of
their choice (Hecht 2016; Mitrani 2017; Baturo, Dasandi and Mikhaylov 2017; Kentike-
lenis and Voeten 2021; Chelotti, Dasandi and Mikhaylov 2022; Hecht and Steffek 2024;
Adams andMitrani 2024). In their broadly publicized GD speeches, the Heads of State or
Government, foreign ministers and other high-level state representatives articulate their
states’ global and regional foreign policy interests as well as domestic-level priorities,
aspirations and achievements in a wide range of policy areas. They also express
grievances and, inter alia, advocate issues they consider important for the future work
of the UN. Notably, these statements contain expressions of states’ positive social
identities.

Performances in the General Debate are particularly informative because this venue
offers rare opportunities for states of all sizes to present themselves and gain the
attention of global and domestic audiences. According to Claude, statespersons are
‘keenly conscious of the need for approval by as large and impressive a body of other
states as may be possible, for multilateral endorsement of their positions’ (1966: 370).
Leaders’ addresses in the annual GD have an open character, as their content is
unrestricted. Their performative nature interacts with features of the venue (see also
Wiseman 2015: 327–28; Pouliot 2016; Neumann and Sending 2021), such as its global
scope, high visibility and connections with multiple communities of practice. More-
over, from the perspective of many smaller states, the UNGA holds procedural
legitimacy, given its decision-making based on formal sovereign equality (one state,
one vote).

Thus, the UNGA GD is comparatively well positioned to reveal patterns in aggregate
social identifications across (global) international society. Other UN organs such as the
Security Council and Economic and Social Council do not comprise the full UN
membership. The UNGA also has a broader policy portfolio than other UN entities,
such as the World Health Organization and the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, or the World Bank. As the UN’s mandate ranges from peace and security,
economic and social development, human rights, sustainability and beyond, the
speeches in the UNGA potentially cover a wider range of issues than in IOs with a
narrower policy mandate. With limited time to speak, state representatives can only
mention their states’ highest priorities in a given year. These speeches are valuable for
improving our understanding of changes in the social significance of articulated values
across a collective that approximates international society. To analyze these shifts and to
produce the graphs that appear in the next section, the following methods were
employed.

First, I manually coded 3,142 UNGA General Debate speeches, representing all
statements delivered by each state representative in 1978, 1982, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2002,
2004, 2008, 2012, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2021 and 2023 from the Provisional
Verbatim records. Only with manual coding is it possible to identify the domestic-level
social identifications invoked by state representatives and to differentiate these from
general references to issues, which can be captured with automated text analysis. In each
of the full speeches, I coded all instances in which state representatives associated their
country’s own domestic-level characteristics, efforts, achievements, policies or aspirations
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explicitly with any of the six selected social categories: (1) democracy; (2) human
rights; (3) gender equality and empowering women; (4) environmental protection
and climate action; (5) economic development and growth and (6) social develop-
ment and fighting poverty. Coding decisions entailed determining if each speech
included (or did not include) at least one reference to a state’s positive national,
domestic-level characteristics, efforts or aspirations in any of the six categories,
together with contextual reference to the state itself. Appendix 1 presents coding
examples in each category.

The six selected social categories (1–6 above) are broad enough that any diplomat
could invoke them in relation to their state if they wished. These categories include the
most frequently articulated domestic-level social identifications in the UNGA since the
end of the ColdWar. They also exhibit significant variation over time, as well as a range of
relations to (liberal) international order. For each speech, I initially coded for other
categories that are not included here. The omitted categories were either less frequently
mentioned or limited to certain types of states (e.g., fight corruption, terrorism or
trafficking of weapons or drugs domestically, are a ‘peace-loving state’, are a small island
developing state or have renounced nuclear weapons) or represent international-level
social identifications (e.g., contribute to UN peace operations, provide 0.7% of GNI in
official development assistance), which are different in type and entail different dynamics
than the selected domestic-level social identifications that are potentially accessible to
states of all types and are presented below. The other categories remain interesting topics
for future analysis.

Second, I calculate the percentage of state representatives in a given year who make
at least one reference during their GD speech to any of the six selected social categories,
in relation to their domestic context. I calculate percentages in order to illustrate the
social significance across the full composition of the UNGA (Hecht 2016; Hecht and
Steffek 2024). This method controls for variation in speech length both across years
and within the same year.20 It also controls for increases in the number of state
representatives speaking in the UNGA GD between 1978 and 2023.21 This builds on
the logic that if a state representative prioritizes associating their state with a particular
social category in the GD in a given year, they are likely to find the time in their speech
to make at least one reference, regardless of other priorities or speech length. Some
speakers exceed the voluntary time guidelines and their speeches contain more words
than others (see Ghanem and Speicher 2017; Binder and Heupel 2015). This indicator
reflects the distribution of social identifications across the international society of

20Before 1997, delegations provided their own estimated speaking times. In 1997, the GA indicated
‘a voluntary guideline of up to 20minutes per statement’, (A/RES/51/241, ¶ 21). This guideline remained until
2001, when a shorter ‘voluntary time limit of up to 15 minutes for each statement’ was initiated for the
postponed session after 9/11/2001 (see A/56/PV.44, p. 4). This was extended in GA decision 56/468, 1 May
2002 (see A/56/49 (Vol. III), p. 97), and remains in use. Although some speakers exceed these voluntary time
limits, there was a decrease in the average length per statement.

21This ranges from 140 in 1978 to 195 in 2018. The data includes statements of representatives of the two
observer states speaking in the GD, Palestine (since 1998) and theHoly See (in 1979 and since 2004). The data
does not include the annual statement of the representative of the European Council of the European Union
(an observer since 2011), because, in contrast to the EU member states whose GD statements are analyzed
with those of all state representatives, the EU is a supranational polity whose social identifications would not
be comparable with the domestic, national-level social categories studied here.
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states as a whole. Alternative indicators, such as normalized, average references
per year or overall frequency can overestimate the relative significance in years with
longer statements (prior to 2001 and 1997). I also disaggregate indicators of status
dimension salience by the five UN regional groups22 to compare the global average
with trends in different world regions.

Third, for the broader measure of issue salience in the UNGA GD, I calculate the
percentage of speakers making at least one reference per speech to the related issue as
defined by selected search terms, using the UNGA GD dataset compiled by Baturo
et al.23 This dataset consists of machine-readable text files organized by year and
country. Each speech was scanned for at least one mention of the search terms in a
case-insensitive manner in the years 1978–1982 and 1990–2023 using a Python script.
For this, no additional pre-processing was needed. The search terms for the automated
text analysis are listed in the footnotes in the following section. I selected these search
terms during the above-described manual coding process and also coded within each
speech for the presence or absence of any reference to the six related issues, which
served as a human check on the computational analysis of issue salience. For both the
automated and manually-coded analysis, the UNGA GD speeches analyzed in each
year are the same.

The temporal focus is on trends in the past three decades because international status
dynamics changed significantly at the end of the Cold War. Fifteen years between 1994
and 2023 are analyzed, with comparison to two years from the Cold War (1978 and
1982). Due to the significant effort of manual coding, it was not possible to analyze
speeches from every year. However, each year between 2014 and 2019 is examined to
gain a finer-grained understanding of potential shifts at a time when the discussions
intensified about challenges to the liberal international order.24 All speeches in the first
three years analyzed (1982, 1994, 2014) served as an initial probe and were fully
manually coded twice, enhancing reliability. In the end, I rechecked all seventeen years
for consistency.

A critic might find limitations to relying on the utterances of states. Political leaders,
for example, may ormay not, be honest in presenting their states’ achievements, policies
or goals. First, however, even if some leaders’ descriptions of their states are misleading,
invoking certain characteristics and values nevertheless conveys and reinforces the
salience of these symbols (see Hall 1996: 4; Crawford 2002: 125–28; Hurd 2011: 591-96;
Johnstone 2011: 23–24; Bailes 2015: 261–62; Abulof and Kornprobst 2017: 10; Claude
1966: 369), as they signal how they would like their states to be perceived. While
inaccurate self-categorizations may stretch or eventually weaken shared understand-
ings of the social categories and values in question, they are relevant in signaling their
social significance in a given venue and point in time. Second, studying discourse rather
than behavior admittedly presents a piece, albeit an interesting and significant piece, of
a larger picture about normative shifts in an evolving international order. My approach
complements, for example, scholarship on norm robustness or status that also studies
actions, behavior or material influences (e.g., Deitelhoff and Zimmermann 2019;

22See https://www.un.org/dgacm/en/content/regional-groups.
23Available at: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/0TJX8Y. Baturo et al. 2017.
24Provisional verbatim records of all UNGA GD speeches are available on the UN’s Official Document

System: https://documents.un.org/
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Larson and Shevchenko 2010; Beaumont and Røren 2025), which offer insights into
related yet distinct research questions. By highlighting the relevance of salient
normative status dimensions as a concept and empirically comparing their patterns
as expressed in speech across six issue areas in the GD over time, this study adds a
new perspective into ideational shifts across international society, as shown in the
findings presented in the following section.

Findings: Dynamics of salient normative status dimensions and issues in the
UNGA GD

Democracy and human rights: Consistent, moderately salient normative status
dimensions

Trends in the salience of normative status dimensions based on democracy or human
rights in the GD are shown by the lower, colored lines (filled symbols) in Figure 1
(a) and (b), which represent the percentage of state representatives that made at least one
domestic-level social identification based on these topics in their GD statement in the
given year. These data points are derived from the manually-coded content analysis, as
described above. The top, grey lines (open symbols), by contrast, indicate the salience of

Figure 1. Democracy and Human Rights. Panels (a) and (b): Status dimension salience (lower lines, filled symbols)
versus issue salience (top lines, open symbols). Panels (c) and (d): From each UN regional group, the percentage of
state representatives in the GD making at least one domestic-level social identification related to democracy or
human rights in their statement.
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democracy25 and human rights26 as issues in the GD in the respective years and are
derived from the computational text analysis. Figure 1(c) and (d) disaggregate the global
average of the percentage of speakers making at least one domestic social identification in
the respective categories (black line, status dimension salience) according to the five UN
regional groups.

In the issue areas of democracy and human rights, typically considered to be integral
to (liberal) international order after the Cold War, we observe patterns similar to boxes
(i) and (e) in Table 1 (decreasing or stable in parallel). Yet there are also notable
indications of decorrelation for democracy in recent years (box f in Table 1), as issue
salience has decreased while status dimension salience has remained stable.

In 1978 and 1982, democracy was central to a more limited, liberal order in the
bipolar international system. Figure 1(c) and (d) show that Latin American states (red
stars) in 1978 and 1982 self-categorized in terms of democracy and human rights at
levels higher than the global average. By 1994, as the so-called liberal international
order expanded globally, states in the Eastern European, Asia-Pacific and African
regions increasingly expressed their domestic characteristics, reforms and goals in
these terms. Democracy and human rights became more contested in some quarters in
the 2000s. After peaking in the mid-1990s, state representatives’ social identifications
of their states in these terms declined in the 2000s, yet have remained stable in the
2020s, signaling continued significance, even if the categories’ salience is comparatively
lower.

In the 1990s, the higher salience of democracy in the GD as an issue and basis of
positive social identifications corresponded, inter alia, with the decreased appeal of
alternative forms of governance at the end of the Cold War, regional interests (e.g.,
European Union accession), significance as a basis for partnerships, cooperation
or foreign investment and the UN’s flexible understanding of democracy. In 2000,
UN member states adopted a GA resolution to support democratic consolidation
(A/RES/55/96). The decline and plateau of domestic democracy-related social iden-
tifications since 2000 corresponds, inter alia, with lower-than-expected recognition
of democratizing states’ reforms, increased availability of partnerships without
democratic conditions, increased contestation, shifts in perceptions of democratic
states after the 2008 financial crisis, and the increased salience of other status
dimensions (e.g., related to sustainable development) (Hecht 2016), as shown in
the following sections. The plateau in recent years suggests some stability despite the
recent lack of clarity about the place of democracy in (global) international order.

25The automated text analysis for democracy as an issue (top line, open circles in Figure 1(a)) indicates the
percentage of state representatives making at least one reference in their GD speech to ‘democra*, which
captures all terms including democracy, democratic, democratizing, etc. Eliminated from the results were
states’ proper names (e.g., Democratic Republic of the Congo, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,
German Democratic Republic), by eliminating ‘Democratic Republic’ and ‘Democratic People’s’. Despite
these removals, the top line slightly overestimates the salience of democracy as an issue (as related to domestic
governance of states) because a significant number of diplomats speak about democracy in the international
system or IOs (e.g., the UN Security Council or the international order should become more democratic).

26The automated text analysis for human rights as an issue (top line, open triangles in Figure 1(b)) indicates
the percentage of state representativesmaking at least one reference in their GD speech to either human rights
or fundamental rights.
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Figure 1(b) shows that the salience of human rights as a normative status dimension
(orange-filled triangles) follows a similar pattern to democracy. There is a larger distance
between the lines in Figure 1(b) than in Figure 1(a). Perhaps surprisingly, states’ domestic-
level social identifications in terms of human rights have generally been expressed less
frequently in the GD, even though diplomats discuss human rights as an important
international issue, often referencing key human rights declarations and conventions
(e.g., Universal Declaration of Human Rights), especially on important anniversaries.
Moreover, states seeking election to the Human Rights Council would have incentives to
publicize their commitment to human rights. Human rights also have symbolic flexibility,
as leaders can refer to social, economic, cultural, civil or political rights. In recent years,
some diplomats have framed domestic-level priorities, achievements and goals related to
social and economic rights instead in terms of development agendas.

Contestation has also affected the salience of democracy and human rights in theUNGA
GD, even if the contestation takes place elsewhere. In Figure 1(c) and (d), decreased social
identifications are observed in the Eastern European group after 2000 and the Asia-Pacific
group after 2010. States in the African and Latin American and Caribbean groups have self-
identified at levels above the global average on democracy and closer to the average on
human rights. The relatively infrequent representation of states in theWestern Europe and
Others group (WEOG) corresponds with their traditional emphasis on foreign rather than
domestic-level policy in their GD statements, however, some shifts are observed in more
recent years. Although the fairly consistent issue and status dimension salience in the cases
of democracy and human rights suggests that these have been stable components of post-
Cold War international order, Figure 1 suggests their decreased centrality.

Gender equality/women’s empowerment and environmental protection/climate
action: Newer and rising normative status dimensions

In a second pattern, status dimension salience in the issue areas of gender equality and
women’s empowerment27 and environmental protection, including climate action,28 has
risen from near zero in 1982 and notably low levels in the early 1990s to greater social
significance in the GD over time. In 1982, only 4 state representatives mentioned their
states’ domestic-level efforts to protect the environment and only one countrymentioned
its efforts to pursue gender equality or empower women domestically. Yet in 2019, both
surpassed the salience of democracy as a basis of domestic-level social identifications in
the GD.

Figure 2(a) and (b) show decorrelation in the 1990s and 2000s, when persistently low
levels of status dimension salience on these issues are observed alongside widely fluctu-
ating issue salience in both categories, as in boxes (d) and (f) in Table 1. Yet, more
recently, both issue salience and status dimension salience for gender equality/women’s
empowerment have generally become more correlated (box (a) in Table 1), yet they
remain decorrelated environmental protection/climate action (box (b) in Table 1).

27The automated text analysis for gender equality/women’s empowerment as an issue (top line, open
diamonds in Figure 2(a)) indicates the percentage of state representatives making at least one reference in
their GD speech to any of the following search terms: gender, women, woman, female, or girl.

28The automated text analysis for environmental protection/climate action as an issue (top line, open stars
in Figure 2(b)) indicates the percentage of state representatives making at least one reference in their GD
speech to any of the following search terms: the environment, environmental, climate change, sustainable,
ozone, greenhouse gas, drought, desertification, pollution, forest(s), ecological, or biodiversity.
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Environmental protection and climate action recently became the third most frequently
expressed type of domestic-level social identification in the GD of those studied here
(after social development/fighting poverty and economic development).

Gender equality/women’s empowerment and environmental protection/climate action
are newer bases of states’ social identifications, which have increased alongside institution-
alization processes in the UN system and beyond (see also Towns 2010). Despite increased
discussion of gender equality around the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women (top
line, open diamonds), and efforts to implement the Beijing Declaration and Platform for
Action, these topics became more relevant to states’ social identifications in the GD
gradually, as Figure 2(a) shows.

Figure 2(c) shows that African states have often expressed domestic efforts and
achievements related to women’s empowerment or gender equality at levels above the
global average and contributed significantly to the rise observed in 2019. On this and
protecting the environment and fighting climate change, states in the Latin American and
Caribbean region have been above the global average in showcasing domestic-level efforts
and goals (Figure 2(d)). States in the Asia-Pacific group have increasingly referenced
national efforts and goals such as renewable energy, especially in 2021 and 2023. States in
theWestern Europe andOthers group have also increasingly spoken about domestic-level
climate action. States from all regions have highlighted policies or actions to fight climate
change related to the Paris Agreement. For example, in 2021, 25 state representatives
highlighted their states’ efforts or commitments with explicit reference to their nationally
determined contributions.

Figure 2. Gender Equality/Women’s Empowerment and Environmental Protection/Climate Action. Panels (a) and
(b): Status dimension salience (lower lines, filled symbols) versus issue salience (upper lines, open symbols).
Panels (c) and (d): From each UN regional group, the percentage of state representatives making at least one
domestic-level social identification related to gender equality/women’s empowerment or environmental protec-
tion/climate action in their GD statement.
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The observed shifts on both issues have often corresponded with institutionalization.
In 1994, several states mentioning domestic-level efforts to protect the environment also
referenced the 1992 Rio Earth Summit or the 1994 Global Conference on the Sustainable
Development of Small Island Developing States. Figure 2 (b) and (d) show more
significant increases after the Kyoto Protocol came into effect in 2005, and especially
since 2015 when states adopted the Paris Agreement and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and the SDGs. Increases in the GD related to gender equality and women’s
empowerment since the 2010s have followed the creation of UNWomen in 2010, which
consolidated the UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), the Division for the
Advancement of Women, the Office of the Special Adviser on Gender Issues and
Advancement of Women, and the International Research and Training Institute for
the Advancement of Women, and enhanced UN support to national governments on
these issues (see Hecht and Steffek 2024).29 Annual sessions of the Commission on the
Status of Women (CSW) and summits of the Conference of the Parties (COP) of the UN
Framework Convention on Climate Change regularly mobilize participation by state
representatives, IO staff, civil society actors and others. Alongside efforts of the inter-
national environmental and women’s movements, the institutionalization of the 2030
Agenda and SDGs at multiple levels since 2015 appears to support salience in both issue
areas. Contestation in otherUNandmultilateral venues, however, has potentially limiting
effects, even though these topics are not typically contested in the General Debate itself.
Aggregate domestic-level social identifications related to the environment and climate
actionwere notably resilient in the late 2010s, despite theU.S. announcement to withdraw
from the Paris Agreement in 2017. The trends in Figure 2 suggest that institutionalization
at the international and domestic levels contributes to increased status dimension salience
in the GD, as many states express their commitment to implementing domestic and
collectively agreed international agendas. Decorrelated issue salience and status dimen-
sion salience (as before the mid-to late 2000s in both cases in Figure 2) can represent the
potential for states to add a positive characteristic, effort or goal into their repertoires.

Economic development and social development/fighting poverty: Decorrelated or
weakly anti-correlated, rising normative status dimensions

A third pattern is shown in Figure 3 in the issue areas of economic development30 and
social development/fighting poverty,31 where status dimension salience and issue salience
are decorrelated or weakly anti-correlated in both cases. In these issue areas, issue salience
has been consistently high, however, status dimension salience has fluctuated in the case
of economic development and has been moderate and rising in the case of social
development. Again, we see that it is impossible to infer status dimension salience from
issue salience. The decorrelated pattern for social development and fighting poverty

29UNGA, 21 July 2010, A/RES/64/289, pp. 8–9.
30The automated text analysis for economic development as an issue (top line, open + symbols in Figure 3(a))

indicates the percentage of state representatives making at least one reference in their GD speech to any of the
following search terms: economic development, trade, financ*, prosperity, ‘economic and social development’, or
economic growth.

31The automated text analysis for social development/fighting poverty (top line, open squares in Figure 3
(b)) indicates the percentage of state representativesmaking at least one reference in their GD speech to any of
the following search terms: social development, poverty, health, education, ‘social and economic development’,
or social progress.
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generally corresponds with box (b) in Table 1. High percentages of state representatives
have consistently mentioned terms connected with economic development, growth,
social development or fighting poverty as issues at least once in their statements, yet
related normative status dimensions have fluctuated and become more salient recently.

Social development and fighting poverty have traditionally been more peripheral to
liberal international order. Accordingly, note social development’s sluggish performance
as a status dimension in the 1990s and early 2000s. By contrast, economic development
and related components (e.g., free trade) are typically considered central to liberal
international order. States with authoritarian regimes also showcase their economic
growth, policies and goals. Comparing Figure 3(a) and (c) with Figure 1 conveys that
states’ discursive support for economic liberalism remains stronger than for political
liberalism.

In 1982, approximately 36 per cent of state representatives showcased domestic
economic development or related reforms in the GD, while approximately 26 per cent
articulated domestic-level policies or goals in terms of fighting poverty/social devel-
opment. The latter is just slightly higher than democracy in 1982 (Figure 1(a)), yet the
categories’ salience evolved quite differently. Figure 3(a) shows that in 1994 and 1998
a significant percentage of state representatives showcased their economic growth or
reforms related to privatization, liberalization, structural adjustment policies, infra-
structure, development, opening markets, etc. in their statements. While failures of

Figure 3. Economic Development and Social Development/Fighting Poverty. Panels (a) and (b): Status dimension
salience (lower lines, filled symbols) versus issue salience (upper lines, open symbols). Panels (c) and (d): From
each UN regional group, the percentage of state representatives in the GD making at least one domestic-
level social identification related to economic development or social development/fighting poverty in their
statement.
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the ‘Washington Consensus’ decreased the popularity of related macroeconomic
policies, political leaders have continued to highlight economic growth statistics or
other domestic-level economic policies in the GD. Figure 3(c) shows that in the 1990s,
Eastern European states actively mentioned economic development and reforms, as
several pursued European Union accession, similar to the patterns observed in
Figure 1. In both issue areas, states from the Latin American and Caribbean group
have consistently self-categorized at levels above the global average, as have states in
the African and Asia-Pacific groups.

Figure 3(b) shows that the percentage of state representatives making at least one
domestic-level social identification in terms of social development or fighting poverty
rose to over 70 per cent in theGD,with peaks in 2016 and 2021, even surpassing economic
development by this measure in 2014-2017. Although the UN system supported social
and human development agendas for decades, states’ domestic-level identifications with
aspects of these agendas increased more gradually in the GD. Prominent development
discourses and global conferences of the 1990s, including the 1995 World Summit for
Social Development in Copenhagen, corresponded in timing with moderate levels of
states’ social identity expressions related to social development. Trends appear to be
reinforced by the gradual institutionalization of the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs), between 2001 and 2015 (see Fukuda-Parr and Hulme 2011).

Since 2015, the trends in Figure 3 correspond with institutionalization of the SDGs,
which have a broader scope than the MDGs’ earlier focus on basic needs, as the SDGs
extend more holistically to economic, social and environmental dimensions of develop-
ment (see Kamau, Chasek and O’Connor 2018; Dumitriu 2023). Economic and social
development have been increasingly expressed in domestic social identifications as
mutually reinforcing, which arguably contributes to their salience. For example,
Mr. Arthur Peter Mutharika, President of the Republic of Malawi, stated in 2018: ‘My
government is endeavouring to eliminate hunger andmalnutrition by 2030. Inclusive and
resilient economic growth is key to overcoming hunger and reducing poverty…We now
expect growth of 4 per cent in our 2018–2019 financial year’.32 Similarly, a significant
number of state representatives highlight their states’ efforts to advance green growth, the
blue economy or renewable energy, agendas with connections to both the economic and
environmental dimensions of development. These examples show that how agendas are
interpreted, including their synergies, can reinforce the salience of a normative status
dimension in a particular multilateral venue.

The COVID-19 pandemic increased attention to health-related issues on the global
agenda. Domestic-level health policies, efforts and priorities were initially coded as a
component of social development-related social identifications. For example, Ms. Salome
Zourabichvili, President of Georgia, stated in 2019: ‘Georgia has made the political choice
to move towards a universal health coverage system and tripled health allocations across
all sectors. Today, 90 per cent of our population has access to primary-care services’.33 To
learn more about recent changes in the salience of health as an issue and normative status
dimension in this venue, I further disaggregated the 1996, 2002, 2012, 2019, 2021 and
2023 GD statements, summarized in Table 2.34 Despite significant issue salience in 2002,

32UNGA, 25 September 2018, A/73/PV.7, pp. 2–3.
33UNGA, 25 September 2019, A/74/PV.5, p. 25.
34Issue salience for health in Table 2 is calculated with automated text analysis indicating the percentage of

state representatives making at least one reference in their GD speech to any of the following search terms:
health, disease(s), hospital(s), HIV, AIDS, vaccine(s), pandemic, or doctor(s). Status dimension salience was
identified with manually-coded content analysis as described above.
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which corresponded in timing with the MDGs, which contained three health-related
goals, global concern about HIV/AIDS and the launch of the Global Fund to Fight AIDS,
Tuberculosis and Malaria, the salience of a health-related status dimension increased in
later years. Decorrelation is thus also observed in this issue area. Issue salience remained
higher in 2023 than before the pandemic, although status dimension salience was lower
in 2023 than in 2019. Notably, in 2021 more countries highlighted their domestic health
policies, vaccination, or other pandemic-related efforts in the GD than expressed positive
social identifications in terms of democracy, human rights or gender equality and
women’s empowerment. Only environmental protection, economic development and
social development/fighting poverty were more salient than health as normative status
dimensions in the GD in 2021. This example shows that even as health became a highly
salient status dimension, it did not fully replace, but rather joined and co-exists with
traditional and previously salient status dimensions in international society.

Are we observing initial stages of convergence in the ways in which developing and
industrialized states interact with the international normative environment and use these
symbolic resources in discourse in the UNGA? A shift in WEOG states’ social identifi-
cations has been tentative and gradually more noticeable after 2015. Figure 3(c) and
(d) show some increases in WEOG states’ self-representations related to social develop-
ment/fighting poverty and economic development. The shift to ‘universality’ in the 2030
Agenda conveyed that all states, developing and industrialized alike, are expected to
pursue the domestic-level sustainable development goals and targets. A corresponding
discursive shift is reflected, for example, in the statement by Mr. Justin Trudeau, Prime
Minister of Canada, in 2017: ‘The Sustainable Development Goals are as meaningful in
Canada as they are everywhere else in the world. We are committed to implementing
them at home, while we also work with our international partners to achieve them around
the world’.35 Some states seeking leadership positions have self-categorized as aspiring
towards and supporting the SDGs.Mr. Charles Flanagan,Minister for ForeignAffairs and
Trade of Ireland, which, like Canada sought election in 2020 for a two-year term on the
UN Security Council, stated in 2016: ‘we are now called to meet our obligation to
implement the SDGs domestically within our own borders, bilaterally with our develop-
ment partners, and multilaterally within regional and United Nations forums’.36

Domestic-level social identity expressions can communicate leadership by example. A
shift in the applicability of norms to all states can contribute to greater alignment between
issue salience and status dimension salience. Economic development and social devel-
opment/fighting poverty are examples in which decorrelation, or high issue salience
alongside moderate status dimension salience (as in the 1990s), can represent untapped
potential for an increase in the salience of a status dimension in the future (box (b) in
Table 1).

Table 2. Percentage of state representatives making at least one mention of health as an issue or in a
domestic-level social identification in their GD statement in selected years

Health 1996 2002 2012 2019 2021 2023

Issue salience 53% 65% 54% 66% 99% 83%

Status dimension salience 18% 23% 24% 38% 61% 30%

35UNGA, 21 September 2017, A/72/PV.12, p. 12.
36UNGA, 24 September 2016, A/71/PV.20, p. 29.
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Conclusions

By visualizing shifts in the salience of six normative status dimensions over time, this
article has presented new insights into how values underpinning an international order
have been evolving between 1978 and 2023, from the perspective of the wide range of the
world’s states. Adding to IR scholarship on international societies, the study of trends in
state representatives’ positive domestic-level social identifications in the UNGA General
Debate revealed surprising patterns in the ‘distribution of identities’ and the extent to
which leaders categorize their states as associatedwith informal groupswith similar values.

The analysis showed that there has been an expansion, rather than replacement, of the
domestic-level components that are featured in states’ positive social identifications in
international society. In 1994, democracy and economic development were the two most
salient domestic-level social identifications articulated in the GD of the six studied here,
followed by social development/fighting poverty and human rights, respectively. In the
2010s, social development/fighting poverty and environmental protection/climate action
became more salient as normative status dimensions alongside economic development,
and the salience of gender equality and women’s empowerment also increased. The
COVID-19 pandemic boosted the salience of health, which in 2021 co-existed with other
highly salient status dimensions. Democracy has shifted from a central to a more
peripheral, yet still significant, place in international order.

Table 1 introduced a schematic overview of possible relations between the salience of
issues and normative status dimensions. The latter offers a meaningful indicator of the
strength and appeal of a certain value in an international society at a given point in time
and conveys unique information about prospects for action and cooperation on a
particular issue. These two indicators do not necessarily rise and fall together. Decorre-
lated patterns were observed most strongly in the issue areas of social development/
fighting poverty and economic development, as well as before the mid-2000s with
environmental protection/climate action and gender equality/women’s empowerment.
The curious pattern of decorrelated high or fluctuating issue salience with compara-
tively low status dimension salience suggests potential for a social identity to become
salient in a given venue. Quantitative approaches that rely solely on frequency indica-
tors are unable to detect these patterns. One factor that appears to have brought the
salience of issues and status dimensions into greater alignment in the UNGA GD has
been the implementation of collectively negotiated and endorsed agendas at the
international and domestic levels, such as the 2030 Agenda, the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals and the Paris Agreement.

Future research could further explore scope conditions for the rise, fall and plateau of
normative status dimensions, differences in meanings, interpretations and understand-
ings among actors, or compare patterns in other international organizations. It would also
be interesting to study trends in the use of other social identifications, such as contribu-
tions to regional and international-level efforts, peace and security, or official develop-
ment assistance, which would have different dynamics and potential groups than the
domestic-level social identifications among all states as discussed here. A follow-up study
could also explore the extent to which state representatives’ self-categorizations of their
states may be in harmony with, or disconnected from, domestic policies or the percep-
tions of their inhabitants.

What are potential policy implications for (normative) leadership in international
society? When democracy was among the most salient social categories in international
society, certain states self-identified as prototypical. This is breaking down, but what
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replaces it remains unclear. States with proven successes in social development and
fighting poverty, environmental protection or gender equality and women’s empower-
ment are not necessarily yesterday’s leaders. Today, exemplifying the full range of norms
that demonstrate commitment to the purposes and principles of the UN is a tall order.
Few states, if any, are prototypical for all social identities that are currently salient. A
shortcut for potential leaders is to associate with aspirations collectively endorsed in
global agendas such as the SDGs (see Finnemore and Jurkovich 2020). For scholars or
practitioners concerned about the future of liberal international order, the findings of
this study suggest to expand liberal ideas of modernity with attention to the distribution
of what state representatives say their states are (or are becoming). To appeal to a larger
group of actors in international society, it could be useful to increase linkages with the
global environmental protection, climate action, social development and poverty eradi-
cation agendas.

Early 2025 is a difficult time to envisage the future of international order. This analysis
emphasizes the relevance of studying states’ aggregate positive social identifications, as
articulated in the UN General Assembly, to help understand the fluctuating salience of a
range of values that shape the social purposes of international society. It remains an open
question to which values states will orient themselves in international society and which
will rise, fall, or continue to appeal.
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Appendix 1: Examples of coding decisions: Domestic-level social identifications
related to six issue areas in the UN General Assembly General Debate

Socially-valued
characteristic, effort, or
aspiration Examples of domestic-level social identifications

As a state that is
governed
democratically or is
making democratic
reforms

Tunisia has had the unique experience of building democracy based on
national accord so that we can overcome differences in political
opinion…We have a new,modern Constitution. We have held legislative
and presidential elections that were witnessed by the entire world and
declared transparent, free and fair…It also led to the Tunisian National
Dialogue Quartet winning the Nobel Peace Prize in 2015, which in turn
enabled us to rectify our political trajectory to overcome a political
impasse…Tunisia left authoritarianism behind in 2011, and our country
is now under the rule of law. We reiterate our determination to move
forward toward further democracy and freedom and to face up to all
attempts to take us back in time.37

- Mr. Béji Caïd Essebsi, President of the Republic of Tunisia, UNGA, 20
September 2016

From this rostrum I pledge that Russia will not deviate from the path of
reform andwill do its best to pass with dignity this most difficult test, so
as not only to preserve the democratic progress that has beenmade but
also to augment it.38

- Mr. Igor Ivanov, Minister for Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation,
UNGA, 22 September 1998

As a state that is
committed to
protecting human
rights (domestically)

Papua New Guinea’s Constitution sets the protection and promotion of
human rights as an enduring and sacrosanct principle, to which we
remain steadfastly committed. That encompasses all the rights and
freedoms articulated in the Charter of the United Nations, and
particularly the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, as well as other
human rights treaty obligations under international law.39

- Sir Puka Temu, Special Envoy of the Prime Minister and Minister for
Public Service of Papua New Guinea, UNGA, 22 September 2016

All human rights are sacrosanct in India, guaranteed by a secular
Constitution, an independent judiciary, a free press and public opinion
vigorously expressed. India’s commitment to the promotion and
protection of human rights has now received another institutional
impetus with the establishment of our National Human Rights
Commission, which has begun to function effectively, with its findings
published in its annual report.40

- Mr. Shri Pranab Mukherjee, Minister of Commerce of India, UNGA, 3
October 1994

As a state that takes
domestic-level
action to protect the

I would like to highlight from this rostrum that Ecuador is the first country
in the world to have recognized the rights of nature in its Constitution.41

- Mr. Marco Albuja, Vice Minister for Foreign Affairs and Political
Integration of Ecuador, UNGA, 1 October 2012

Continued

37A/71/PV.9, pp. 1–2.
38A/53/PV.9, p. 20.
39A/71/PV.16, pp. 19.
40A/49/PV.14, p.16.
41A/67/PV.20, p. 27.
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Continued

Socially-valued
characteristic, effort, or
aspiration Examples of domestic-level social identifications

environment or fight
climate change I claim with pride that Bhutan is carbon-negative. The principles of gross

national happiness – our philosophy of development with values –
prevented us from exploiting our national resources for short-term
gains. The Constitution mandates 60 per cent forest cover at all times;
we have 72 per cent as of today.42

- Mr. Lotay Tshering, PrimeMinister of the Kingdomof Bhutan, UNGA, 28
September 2019

Denmark has set one of themost ambitious climate targets in the world, a
70 per cent reduction in greenhouse-gas emissions by 2030 and climate
neutrality with net-zero emissions by 2050 at the latest.43

- Mr. Jeppe Kofod, Minister for Foreign Affairs of Denmark, UNGA, 26
September 2019

As a state that pursues
gender equality or
supports women’s
empowerment
(domestically)

Zambia has made efforts to strengthen the legal framework for gender
equity and equality by enacting the Gender Equity and Equality Act of
2015. That progressive law has put into effect domestically the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women, the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s
Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa and the Southern African
Development Community Protocol on Gender and Development.”44

- Mr. Edgar Chagwa Lungu, President of the Republic of Zambia, UNGA,
21 September 2016

In New Zealand, we have just marked the 125th year since women were
granted the right to vote. Wewere the first country in theworld to do so…
I am, after all, not the first but the third female Prime Minister of New
Zealand…It seems surprising that in this modern age, we should have to
recommit to gender equality, but we do.45

- Ms. Jacinda Ardern, Prime Minister and Minister for Arts, Culture and
Heritage, and National Security and Intelligence of New Zealand, UNGA,
27 September 2018

As a state that is
pursuing or has
achieved economic
development or
growth
(domestically)

[I]n 1993 our gross domestic product increased by 5.6 per cent as a result
of a significant growth by basic economic sectors: agriculture, 8 per
cent, transport and communications, 10 per cent, trade, 17 per cent and
construction, 3 per cent…the combination of two years of peace and
wide ranging economic reforms heralds a new era for Mozambican
private sector development.46

- Mr. Pascoal Manuel Mocumbi, Minister for Foreign Affairs of
Mozambique, UNGA, 3 October 1994

Continued

42A/74/PV.11, p. 2.
43A/74/PV.8, p. 45.
44A/71/PV.10, p. 11.
45A/73/PV.10, p. 55.
46A/49/PV.15, p. 35.
47A/74/PV.11, p. 48.
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Continued

Socially-valued
characteristic, effort, or
aspiration Examples of domestic-level social identifications

Our economy remains strong, growing by 5.2 per cent in 2018, with a
further increase expected this year…Through sound macroeconomic
policies, fiscal responsibility legislation and other legal measures, we
have seen tremendous progress.47

- Mr. C. Peter David, Minister for Foreign Affairs and Labour of Grenada,
UNGA, 28 September 2019

My country is successfully concluding a stage in its structural reforms and
has achieved macroeconomic stabilization. We have managed to halt
the decline in production and this year we expect an increase in
production of 3 to 4 per cent.48

- Mrs. Roza I. Otunbayeva, Minister for Foreign Affairs of Kyrgyzstan,
UNGA, 9 October 1996

As a state that pursues
social development
(e.g., health,
education, social
inclusion, social
protection), fights
poverty, or has
achieved related
goals (domestically)

On issues of social development, I am delighted to inform the Assembly
that Botswana is making steady progress in eradicating abject poverty,
as a result of the implementation of the national poverty eradication
strategy that was launched in 2010. Furthermore, we have been able to
achieve universal primary education and access to HIV/AIDS treatment,
care and support services.49

- Mr. Phandu Skelemani, Minister for Foreign Affairs and International
Cooperation of the Republic of Botswana, UNGA, 29 September 2019

Since April 2022, we have granted the largest increases in minimum wage
in the past 20 years, cumulatively amounting to 86 per cent. We have
conducted the largest and most comprehensive public sector
compensation review, implemented a social pension for the elderly, and
increased the benefits under and expanded student beneficiaries of our
social safety net programme. We have also broadened coverage of our
national health fund and are investing in health infrastructure.50

- Ms. Kamina Johnson Smith, Minister for Foreign Affairs and Foreign
Trade of Jamaica, 26 September 2023

48A/51/PV.28, p. 10.
49A/69/PV.17, p. 40.
50A/78/PV.14, p. 5.
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