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Effective and democratic policymaking during a
major crisis: an in-depth analysis of Finland’s decision
to apply for NATO membership after Russia attacked
Ukraine
Vesa Koskimaa and Tapio Raunio

Faculty of Management and Business, Tampere University, Tampere, Finland

ABSTRACT
Sudden crises present a ‘stress test’ for democratic policymaking. Amidst global
crises the capacity for swift decisions is becoming increasingly important but
reacting to abrupt challenges also easily leads to violations of democratic
norms, as recent studies on Covid-19 pandemic demonstrate. To advance our
understanding of this pressing tension that thus far has been mainly
approached via broad regime-level comparisons, this study examines formal
and informal coordinative institutions that facilitate efficient and democratic
policy response in crisis situations. Applying the core executive model, we
focus on Finland’s decision to apply for NATO membership that unfolded
rapidly after Russia attacked Ukraine. Through detailed process tracing
analysis, we show how the country’s strongly entrenched doctrine of military
non-alignment was overturned with broad cross-party consensus in under
three months via intensive mediation involving all key actors and governing
institutions. Adding important nuance to constitutionally centred studies of
crisis decision-making, our analysis shows how strongly institutionalised
coordination mechanisms can facilitate radical policy changes to status quo
even in the context of dispersed policymaking resources and high partisan
fragmentation. Our findings especially underline the complementary roles
and interplay of formal rules and informal practices, showing that in crisis
situations the latter acquire fundamental importance.
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Introduction

Crises present a challenging trade-off for democratic policymaking, as
effective measures demand rapid action that conflicts with the inherent slow-
ness of democratic processes. Theoretically, the severity of such problems
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should increase with the number of veto points (Tsebelis, 2002) and thus
especially institutionally decentralised and party-politically fragmented
regimes are vulnerable to deadlocks that jeopardise or even halt decision-
making. Perhaps for this reason empirical crisis management literature has
provided consistent evidence of centralisation of decision-making to the
executive branch and especially to the chief executive actors, although
democratic principles are less likely to be violated in more consolidated
democracies (Boin et al., 2016; Engler et al., 2021; Jahn, 2023; Lodge &
Wegrich, 2012; Lynggaard et al., 2023). Due to the ‘rally around the flag’
phenomenon, security policy crises are considered particularly susceptible
to centralisation of decision-making (e.g., Lehmann, 2011; Young, 2013).
Hence especially under such pressure a challenge for democratic regimes is
how to combine effective crisis decision-making with democratic procedures.

To advance our understanding of the pressing tension between demo-
cratic norms and swift decisions, we shift the analytical focus from general
regime characteristics to the policy process, emphasising the role of formal
and informal coordinative institutions in facilitating correspondence among
the key actors. In an important recent contribution, Featherstone and Papa-
dimitriou (2023), examining euro crisis decision-making in Greece and utilis-
ing the core executive model, noted that while Greece is a pure parliamentary
regime it suffered from harmful fragmentation caused by operational auton-
omy of line ministries as well as from lack of clarity in leadership and lack of
cohesion among the politico-administrative elite. Importantly, their study
uncovered how in actual policymaking processes informal factors condition
the functioning of formal institutions. In crisis situations, democracies’ policy-
making capacity thus seems to rest at least partially on other factors than the
mere number of veto players or the overall stability of regimes.

In this article, we continue this more focused approach and examine insti-
tutional mechanisms that can enhance the policymaking efficiency of democ-
racies in crisis situations. Theoretically, we employ the concept of informal
institutions that refers to routinised practices that can be fundamentally impor-
tant in facilitating smooth interaction between formal institutional actors (e.g.,
Helmke & Levitsky, 2004; Lowndes & Roberts, 2013; Weaver & Rockman, 1993).
To explain the more detailed operation of such cooperative capacities, we lean
also on the core executive model that situates elected officeholders into
broader actor networks where policies are created through the strategic inter-
action of various resourceful agents (Dunleavy & Rhodes, 1990; Rhodes, 1995).

We assess the model empirically by analysing Finland’s recent decision to
apply for NATO membership. The process started immediately after Russia
attacked Ukraine on 24 February 2022, and in less than three months,
through intensive mediation involving key governing institutions and political
parties, Finland overturned its security doctrine. In terms of institutional decen-
tralisation and political fragmentation, the case presented a good analytical
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setting for gauging special mechanisms that can foster democratic policymak-
ing capacity in crisis situations. The country’s semi-presidential regime is
demanding for rapid decisions especially in the foreign policy domain as it
shares its leadership between a directly elected and highly popular president
and oversized coalition governments accountable to the parliament that nor-
mally bring together parties representing a great ideological variety. To make
things harder, during the NATO process the presidential office was controlled
by the conservative and generally pro-NATO National Coalition Party, and it
faced a left-leaning coalition government led by the Social Democratic Party
that had traditionally been openly sceptical towards Finland’s NATO member-
ship – along with the large majority of Finnish voters. Besides representing a
policy field where the dual executive shares power, since the Second World
War Finland had formally leaned on its traditional policy of military non-align-
ment where bilateral ties with the eastern neighbour were of primary impor-
tance. Until recently leading Finnish politicians had not publicly criticised
Russia, althoughmore critical voices began to emerge as the authoritarian ten-
dencies becamemore evident after Putin invaded Crimea (Arter, 2023). Despite
the pressing situation, overturning the policy in such tight schedule was far
from an obvious outcome.

Our main research questions are: (1) which formal and informal coordinative
institutions contributed to the democratic, consensual, and efficient decision-
making process that resulted in Finland applying for NATO membership and (2)
through which type of strategic exchanges the outcome was produced? After
developing our theoretical perspective, we present two empirical sections
that lean on research literature, official documents, media sources and elite
interviews. We first introduce the main institutional actors and their resources
and then produce a detailed timeline of the decision-making process to
uncover the relevant interaction mechanisms, reflecting the principles of
inductive and data driven process tracing analysis (e.g., Bennett & Checkel,
2014). The data is gathered from news archives, particularly that of Helsingin
Sanomat, the leading national daily in Finland, and the websites of the presi-
dent, the government, the Eduskunta (the parliament), and the political
parties. The interviews that provide in-depth understanding of the various
inter-institutional coordination mechanisms were conducted before Putin’s
war in Ukraine with 10 high-ranking leaders of Finnish foreign and security
policy: former prime and foreign ministers (5), major parties’ former general
secretaries (3) and former leading officials of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2).

Responding to a crisis efficiently and democratically: an actor-
centric model

An efficient and democratic policy response in a crisis situation respects jur-
isdictional boundaries while providing a timely solution. This section focuses
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on factors that facilitate such responses. Drawing on Mao (2021), we under-
stand the general meaning of policy responses through the concept of
state capacity, which refers to countries’ ability to successfully exercise
various state functions. Here, we are interested in countries’ capacity to
design and implement effective policies. Alongside ability to take decisions,
the capacity of organisational actors to gauge and share information sup-
ports efficient policymaking. Democracies should generally bear strong infor-
mational capacities due to the relative autonomy of institutional actors but
may lack decision-making capacity due to political fragmentation. Authoritar-
ian political systems face an opposite problem.

External security crisis typically prompt various types of policy responses:
initial declarations (e.g., condemning use of force) can develop in time even
into fundamental changes in some underlying doctrine. In such situations,
whether acting alone or as part of an alliance such as the European Union
(EU) or NATO, countries are generally expected to speak with one voice
(Raunio & Wagner, 2017). This applies very much also to Finland, where secur-
ity policy crises have brought about higher levels of consensus than non-mili-
tary crises (Forsberg & Pursiainen, 2006). For many countries a core ‘national
interest’ forms the raison d’être of the country in international relations, and
this core national interest might result from geographical location (such as
proximity to an unfriendly neighbour), past historical events (such as experi-
ence of the Second World War) or military alliances (such as NATO). There is
often broad consensus behind the core national interest, with high-level
coordination mechanisms such as security councils established for manufac-
turing elite consensus. Political parties or individual officeholders may none-
theless differ in their interpretations of that national interest and changes in
the neighbouring region or in the international system may result in even
quite fundamental re-thinking of the interests of the country (e.g., Finnemore,
1996; Hill, 2013; Rosenau, 1971).

We explicate two general factors that impact policymaking in crisis situ-
ations. First concerns regime type. While a parliamentary regime presents
good responsive capacity by binding together the legislative and executive
branches (Strøm et al., 2003) a presidential regime separates them, causing
potential for divided government, and a semi-presidential regime also
divides the executive branch allowing ‘cohabitation’ where executive
offices are controlled by different parties (e.g., Shugart & Carey, 1992).
However, details also matter. In parliamentary democracies much depends
on the internal cohesion of the government and the prime minister’s
control over line ministries (Featherstone & Papadimitriou, 2023), while the
reactive capacity of president-centered systems is tied to president’s inde-
pendent prerogatives, including decree powers and rules under emergency
law (Fernandez & Machado, 2021; Llanos & Marsteintredet, 2023). The
second general factor concerns the fragmentation of partisan representation.
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Even two-party systems can face problems if the ruling party is not internally
cohesive and proportional electoral systems produce coalition or minority
governments whose operative capacity depends essentially on inter-party
compromises (Bergman et al., 2021).

As conflicts between and within institutions can damage coherent leader-
ship and policymaking, the coordination of collective action problems has for
a long time been a key concern of political scientists that have for example
uncovered how prime ministers and governments use both ex ante (such
as the government programme) and ex post (such as ministerial committees)
mechanisms for resolving intra-cabinet disagreements (e.g., Bergman et al.,
2021; Strøm et al., 2008), or how bureaucracies establish horizontal coordi-
nation for tackling cross-sectoral problems (Peters, 2018). Institutional
arrangements reduce transaction costs and uncertainty in exchange, so
that individuals are aware of and can anticipate each other’s preferences
and behaviour (e.g., North, 1990). The concept of path dependency is com-
monly utilised to explain why certain institutional models are adopted and
persist over time, and it emphasises that through various economic and pol-
itical mechanisms (sunk cost fallacy, positive feedback loops, power asymme-
tries, formalised routines, etc.) initially adopted organisational solutions often
develop into ‘rules of the game’ that efficiently structure political behaviour
(Pierson, 2000). Long-term, repeated interaction should also strengthen the
sociological or cultural binding force of institutions, whereby certain practices
come to be considered appropriate and legitimate (March & Olsen, 1989).
Instead of being exclusive or contradictory, the various mechanisms can
become mutually reinforcing.

Although scholars have emphasised the conflict potential of semi-presi-
dential power-sharing (Åberg & Sedelius, 2020), the real-world influence of
institutional actors like presidents can hardly be deduced from the wording
of the constitution alone (e.g., Elgie, 2018). Reflecting a more cultural and
practice-oriented understanding of executive policymaking, recent scholar-
ship on semi-presidentialism has focused increasingly on informal coordina-
tive practices and norms that can facilitate the sharing of expertise and
division of labour and complement formal prerogatives and processes
through enhanced mutual clarity and transparency (Brunclík et al., 2023; Gri-
maldi, 2023; Raunio & Sedelius, 2020). While formal rules are easy to detect as
they are written down and enforced through official channels, identifying
informal institutions is considerably trickier. Following North (1990) and sub-
sequent research, we define informal institutions as ‘socially shared rules,
usually unwritten, that are created, communicated, and enforced outside of
officially sanctioned channels’ (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004, p. 727). Informal
institutions are often created deliberately to supplement formal rules.
According to Helmke and Levitsky (2004, p. 730), ‘actors create informal
rules because formal institutions are incomplete. Formal rules set general
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parameters for behavior, but they cannot cover all contingencies. Conse-
quently, actors operating within a particular formal institutional context,
such as bureaucracies and legislatures, develop norms and procedures that
expedite their work or address problems not anticipated by formal rules’.
However, informal institutions can also have negative effects on decision-
making and destabilise cooperation, as often has been the case in Central
and Eastern European countries where presidents have established practices
that enable them to intervene in the formation and work of the government
(Brunclík et al., 2023; Brunclík & Kubát, 2019; Hloušek et al., 2013). In addition,
while ‘positive coordination’ can benefit all stakeholders (Scharpf, 1994), insti-
tutionalised processes can also favour specific actors and thus contain in
themselves the seeds of internal contestation and demise (Mahoney &
Thelen, 2010).

To develop a more fine-grained idea of how such formal and particularly
informal coordination mechanisms operate, we apply the core executive
model. Compared to simple constitutional dynamics, the model presents
an organisationally broader, more complex, temporally dynamic, and actor-
centric idea of the interactions within the executive branch. Besides the
main constitutional agents (prime minister, government, president), it recog-
nises more hidden executive organs like ministries and ministerial commit-
tees, ‘clubs’ and meetings (Rhodes, 1995). In this study, we extend the
model to cover the legislative branch and political parties, as the latter are
present in both the government and the parliament and as the approval of
the parliament was needed for Finland’s NATO application.

In explaining operation and outcomes, the core executive model builds on
policy actors’ dispersed resources and strategic interactions. As summarised
by Smith (1999, p. 1; citing Rhodes, 1988), ‘all actors within the core executive
have resources, with no actor, or institution, having a monopoly’, and there-
fore ‘these resources, which include information, authority, finance, and
control of an organisation, provide the potential for achieving goals’. For
example, while a prime minister may possess exclusive formal authority to
make a specific government decision, in reality s/he cannot exercise that
power without information and legitimation provided by other members of
the core executive (e.g., ministries and leading party organs). The model con-
ceives the political process as a joint effort for producing decisions, which
proceeds through a series of strategic exchanges between interdependent
actors that each have organisation-specific goals and some decision-
making resources that are necessary for the overall outcome. The model
emphasises the dynamic nature of such processes, acknowledging that chan-
ging external circumstances may impact the relative value of resources and
the weight of the actors in the process (Rhodes, 1995). Especially in times
of crisis, the normal balance of resources and inputs can easily become chal-
lenged, causing additional tensions inside the core executive.
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Compared with norm-based models that explain the formation, operation
and persistence of informal institutions (routinised practices) through their
internal incentive structure (e.g., Hall & Taylor, 1996), the core executive
model provides a more actor-centric perspective on informal institutions by
embedding the incentives, powers and capacities of various actors into
real-life policymaking interactions that are less formal and linear and more
processual and relational. Due to the interdependence of actors, the policy-
making practice rests on a pre-existing and acknowledged distribution of
needs, roles and resources – a kind of contract but one that is being con-
stantly re-negotiated under changing circumstances. The linking of such
detailed capacities and interactions to the concept of informal institutions
provides new potential for understanding sustained democratic operative
capacity under crisis situations.

The case: main actors their resources

In this section, we fit the case of Finland to the core executive model by intro-
ducing the main institutions and actors (the president, the prime minister,
government and public administration, the parliament and political
parties), their central resources and the established interaction methods
that preceded the NATO membership application process (Table 1). To
reflect the breadth of relevant resources, Table 1 is divided into formal
powers and informal institutions, and we detail the other non-constitutional
resources of the actors in the actor descriptions below.

Finland’s constitutional reform process that began in the mid-1980s after
the long reign of President Urho Kekkonen (1956–1981) was a calm and con-
sensual transition supported by essentially all political parties (Karvonen et al.,
2016). It culminated in the new constitution of 2000 which drastically reduced
the formal prerogatives of the president. Yet, the president still co-directs
foreign policy together with the government and is the commander-in-
chief of the defence forces. Informally, the president has been conceived as
the guarantor of national security and sovereignty. According to our inter-
views, this role continues to be detectable in the intra-executive arena
where the president enjoys a much stronger role compared to his consti-
tutional position. The interviews also indicate that the president’s strong
role in is explained by the government’s will to prevent constitutional dead-
locks and because the fragmented government coalition can sometimes hide
behind the president’s back in tough foreign and security policy decisions.
Nonetheless, as the interviewees also underlined, the heaviest measures,
i.e., the capacity to prepare policies and take decisions, still firmly rest in gov-
ernment’s hands, limiting president’s rogue activities and confining him
tightly to the foreign policy domain, which is, overall, characterised by
strong interdependency.
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Reflecting this role, while the decree on government stipulates that the
prime minister shall chair its meetings, ever since the new constitution
entered into force the Ministerial Committee on Foreign and Security
Policy has been chaired by the president. This was a consensual decision
reached in 2000 between President Tarja Halonen and Prime Minister
Paavo Lipponen, both Social Democrats, and subsequent officeholders
have respected the arrangement. In fact, officially the president is not even
a member of the ministerial committee, and hence its sessions are called

Table 1. Key institutions and actors, Finland’s NATO membership application, spring
2022.
Institutional actors Formal powers Roles in informal institutions

President
Incumbent: Sauli Niinistö
(elected to second term in
2018 as an independent
candidate, former chair of the
National Coalition)

Co-directs foreign policy
together with the
government
Commander-in-chief of
defence forces

Chairs the Ministerial Committee
on Foreign and Security Policy
(TP-UTVA)
Meets regularly key
parliamentary committees and
party group chairs

Prime minister
Incumbent: Sanna Marin
(Social Democrats)

Leads domestic and EU policies
Represents Finland in the
European Council

Holds regular bilateral meetings
with the president
Coordinates government’s
work through the Prime
Minister’s Office (PMO)

Government
Incumbent: five-party, left-
leaning majority cabinet

Co-directs foreign policy with
the president
Ministers direct and oversee
policy planning
Formally decisions are taken
in government plenaries
preceded by debates in
ministerial committees
Introduces bills in the
parliament

Meetings of coalition parties’
leaders important in solving
conflicts inside the cabinet

Public administration Policies are drafted in ministries
by tenured public officials
Foreign and defence
ministries prepare the key
security and defence
documents together with the
PMO, including the
Government Foreign and
Security Policy Report

Ministry officials organise and
coordinate intra-executive
communications

Parliament
Incumbent: 10 parties with at
least one MP (two single-MP
groups), a 117/200 seat
majority for the five
government parties

Holds veto power over approval
of international treaties
(simple majority in case of
NATO application)
Issues processed by
committees before plenary
decisions (no formal deadline)

Routine cross-party cooperation,
especially in committees,
although government-
opposition is the main
cleavage in parliamentary work

Political parties Mobilise and influence members
and supporters, take positions,
cohesive party groups support/
oppose government initiatives
in the parliament
Tradition of broad cross-party
consensus in security policy
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‘joint meetings between the Ministerial Committee on Foreign and Security
Policy and the President of the Republic’ (TP-UTVA is the acronym in
Finnish). Perhaps to underline foreign policy co-leadership, TP-UTVA never
convenes without the president. Meeting regularly, roughly once a month,
it performs an important function in the co-leadership of foreign and security
policy between the president and the government and includes the prime
minister and ministers from all coalition parties. The meetings usually take
place after the bilateral meetings between the president and the prime min-
ister, allowing the two leaders to discuss potential disagreements prior to the
sessions of the joint leadership organ. The president also meets the foreign
minister on an almost weekly basis, and, overall, foreign policy leadership
has functioned rather smoothly without any major drama or public tensions
(Raunio & Sedelius, 2020). As our interviews indicate, the president’s strong
role in foreign and security policy manifests itself also in president’s estab-
lished right to be proactively informed about all matters that potentially
relate to his formal capacities and his ability to ‘flag’ issues of interest and
get them transferred to policy pipelines where he sits.

Finnish presidents have tended to enjoy exceptionally high popularity
ratings (even above 90%; Kujanen, 2023), and this applies also to the incum-
bent Sauli Niinistö. Organisationally, the presidential office is very small, with
only a few permanent policy and media advisors, but they interact routinely
with foreign and defence ministries and the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO)
that prepare policies. According to our interviews, co-leadership in foreign
policy demands continuing operative capacity that creates a strong need
for careful communication and coordination between the various govern-
ment branches. In addition, during the presidency of Niinistö contacts
between the president and the Eduskunta and particularly its Foreign
Affairs Committee have intensified considerably, meaning that MPs receive
more information about the views and actions of the president in foreign
and security affairs questions. Around twice a year, Niinistö has met the chair-
persons of the party groups. These meetings can be seen as a way to build
national consensus in foreign and security policy, and they are always held
behind closed doors, with a strict code of confidentiality observed by all par-
ticipants. These interactions also highlight the increased role of political
parties through which all policy initiatives are coordinated.

The prime minister is the head of the government and leads domestic and
EU policies. The prime minister represents Finland in the European Council
and the PMO coordinates government’s work, EU policy included. When
Putin attacked Ukraine, the prime minister was Sanna Marin from Social
Democrats. Marin led a five-party, left-leaning, oversized coalition govern-
ment that brought together the Social Democrats, the Centre Party, the
Green League, the Left Alliance and the Swedish People’s Party. By relying
on the traditionally highly cohesive parliamentary party groups, it controlled
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nearly 60% of parliamentary seats and thus enjoyed a firm legislative backr-
est, which today is also needed for passing major foreign policy initiatives
(see below). For this reason and due to the clear asymmetry in preparative
resources, the government is much stronger than the president, although
the government does not seek to dominate the president in foreign and
security policy and often grants the president considerable leeway. Formally
government decisions are taken in the weekly full plenaries of the cabinet,
but the main lines are drawn in comprehensive government programmes
and the detailed issues are pre-cooked in four ministerial committees. Yet,
the main forum for solving conflicts inside the cabinet are the informal meet-
ings of the leaders of the coalition parties. Such meetings are organised when
the need arises, again emphasising the independent role of political parties in
the core executive. Overall, Finnish coalition governance is strongly based on
institutionalised routines and informal norms respected by the political
parties (Raunio, 2021a).

In terms of the NATO process, the key portfolios were the foreign and
defence ministers, the former held by Pekka Haavisto (Green League) and
the latter by Antti Kaikkonen (Centre Party). The foreign and defence minis-
tries together with the PMO were also the main bodies responsible for draft-
ing the Government Foreign and Security Policy Report about NATO
membership in spring 2022. Finland has the tradition of regular ‘grand strat-
egy’ documents that are published once per four-year electoral term. The
report provides an overall framework for subsequent foreign and security
policy decision-making. The government produces the reports, but the
process is closely monitored by a parliamentary working group that brings
together representatives from all Eduskunta parties, opposition included.
Inside the government TP-UTVA oversees the drafting of the report.

All policies are drafted in the sectoral ministries, and public administration
therefore performs a key role in keeping the wheels of the executive branch
turning (Pekkola et al., 2023). From their tenured and highly respected expert
positions Finnish public officials have the capacity to operate as ‘semi-auton-
omous’ directors of policy processes (e.g., Koskimaa et al., 2021). According to
our interviewees, in the foreign and security policy domain ministry officials
provide two valuable services: they prepare all policy initiatives by collecting
and condensing relevant information, and they coordinate all policymaking
processes, including the correspondence and meetings of the various execu-
tive branches and offices. Especially in unexpected situations these capacities
are invaluable.

The government introduces bills in the parliament. Its approval is needed
for legislation, and it holds veto power over international treaties (simple
majority in case of NATO application). The Eduskunta decision-making is
based on interaction between party groups and sectoral committees that
scrutinise all issues before plenary debates and votes (Aula & Raunio, 2022).
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The Eduskunta is a stable institution with its own set of rules and informal
codes of behaviour. As noted above, due to the parliamentarisation of
foreign policy Eduskunta party groups and committees now frequently inter-
act directly with the president. However, following the heavily government-
driven operating mode of the Finnish political system, all parliamentary
activities – inside and between party groups and parliamentary organs –
are firmly connected to, and even directed by, the government (e.g., Koski-
maa, 2016; Raunio, 2021a).

Political parties form the connective tissue that combines intra- and cross-
party cooperation in the government and the Eduskunta. All decisions are
essentially taken by parties, emphasising the relevance of the intra-party
arena and party leadership. The fragmented party system, with no party as
a rule winning more than 20–25% of the votes in elections, and the tradition
of forming broad, cross-bloc coalition cabinets, facilitate consensual govern-
ance and ideological convergence between political parties. In spring 2022,
the parliamentary opposition consisted of the second and third largest
parties, the nationalist-populist Finns Party and the National Coalition, the
smaller Christian Democrats and two one-MP groups. In the NATO application
process, political parties were relevant in two ways. First, their support was
crucial for the passage of the application in the formal arenas. Second,
party leaderships could mobilise their members and supporters behind the
application. During past few decades, Finnish parties have become strongly
leader-centred, with the party leadership emerging as an independent
power centre that coordinates the functioning of other party organs,
especially when the party is in government (Koskimaa, 2016). However,
according to our interviews the linkages between parties and the president
are weak, and even the president’s party does not seek to establish a political
connection with him.

Of the parties represented in the Eduskunta, only the National Coalition
was explicitly in favour of Finland joining NATO before Russia attacked
Ukraine. It had adopted its position in 2006, but essentially kept quiet
about it and never used NATO in its election campaigns. There was thus
broad partisan consensus behind the ‘official’ foreign policy line of military
non-alignment combined with Finland’s active participation in EU’s security
and defence policy. Finland had also participated in NATO’s Partnership for
Peace cooperation since 1994 and was granted NATO’s Enhanced Opportu-
nities Partner status in 2014. However, it was customary to state that while
NATO membership is not currently on the agenda, it is an option that
needs to be left open should circumstances change – and public opinion
was firmly against NATO (Forsberg, 2023; Pesu & Iso-Markku, 2022; Raunio,
2021b). Analysing Eduskunta debates on NATO since the mid-1990s, Särkkä
(2019) argued that political parties had, over time, become more pragmatic
or positive towards NATO, with strong opposition only found among the
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Left Alliance MPs, and she concluded that MPs were more supportive of
NATO than the electorate.

Finally, we should note a few additional institutions and actors that played
a visible role in the process. Media generally frames debates, and in this
process at least some newspapers took explicit pro-NATO positions. In the
Finnish neo-corporatist policymaking system, it is also customary that
think-tanks and interest groups issue statements and take positions. The
role of public opinion is more complicated, as it can be influenced by political
elites, or it can nudge politicians towards certain decisions like NATO mem-
bership. More negative opinion can also act as a constraint on pro-NATO poli-
ticians. As seen in the process analysis, public opinion on NATO changed
dramatically after 24 February 2022 (Fittante, 2023; Weckman, 2023).

Analysis of the decision process

In the following timeline of events, we largely exclude the foreign visits of
President Niinistö, Prime Minister Marin (including European Council
summits), and Foreign Minister Kaikkonen as our primary interest lies in
explaining domestic decision-making. However, we acknowledge the rel-
evance of those state visits, as they gained a lot of visibility in Finland and
served the goal of securing support for Finland’s potential NATOmembership
application. This applied particularly to visit by Niinistö to the United States (4
March) and various consultations by Niinistö, Marin, Haavisto and Kaikkonen
with Secretary-General of NATO Jens Stoltenberg, during which President Joe
Biden and Stoltenberg expressed that the doors of NATO are open to Finland.
Bilateral talks with Sweden and especially Marin’s visit to Stockholm on 13
April were also of high salience, as the two countries have repeatedly
stated they would always coordinate their security policies.

The timeline also focuses disproportionately on Niinistö. The reason is that
Marin in her role as the prime minister leads the government and interacts
essentially daily in some way with the parliament and at least her own
party (without this being specifically mentioned in any document), whereas
the president has no such natural linkages and therefore his meetings with
the government and the parliament are always reported by the media.
Overall, it can be assumed rather safely that all relevant information was
thoroughly circulated by party leaders to relevant party organs that formally
decide parties’ positions.

Timeline of events

Until 24 February, the atmosphere in Finland was largely that of ‘fearing the
worst’ and Finnish politicians mainly stayed quiet about potential invasion of
Ukraine. However, reflecting the coordination system described above,
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behind-the-scenes debates were already active across all relevant institutions,
in the ministries, in TP-UTVA, the Eduskunta and its Foreign Affairs and
Defence Committees. Political parties, too, activated early. Already on 9 Feb-
ruary, the Finns Party announced that it would start reconsidering its position
on NATO.

On 11 February, Niinistö met online the Foreign Affairs Committee of the
Eduskunta to discuss topical foreign and security policy issues, likely increas-
ing the urgency of the NATO issue in all political parties. On the same day TP-
UTVA convened for the same purpose, with another meeting held already on
15 February. On 16 February, a poll released by Helsingin Sanomat showed
that 43% were in favour of joining NATO, provided that both the president
and the prime minister saw it as being in the interest of the country. This
was a substantial increase from previous surveys, and it also provided
backing for the political elites to start reorienting their views. On 21 February,
Niinistö met the chairs of Eduskunta parties and the next day TP-UTVA was
convened again, while Marin explained in a press conference that there are
no concrete talks about applying for NATO membership.

A marked change occurred right after the Russian attack on 24 February.
TP-UTVA convened on the same day, strongly condemning Putin’s attack. Nii-
nistö and Marin held a joint press conference, sending the same message
about supporting Ukraine and condemning Russian aggression. TP-UTVA
met again on 27 February and in that meeting it was agreed that Finland’s
military non-alignment needs to be reconsidered and a decision was taken
to start preparations for applying for potential NATO membership. Niinistö
also told ministers that he will seek to meet President Biden as soon as poss-
ible (Nurmi, 2023). This was a highly important moment in structuring the
subsequent events. Although the media reported about the frequent meet-
ings between the president and the government, no information was at
any stage leaked about the positions of the president or the key ministers.
In fact, it appears that at no point until early May did TP-UTVA or the meetings
between the president and the political parties or Eduskunta committees take
formal or informal decisions about applying for NATO membership (Junkkari
et al., 2023). Yet, in line with Nurmi’s (2023) observation the relevant actors
seemed to know well where the process was heading. The subsequent
sequence of events which allowed the process to develop very rapidly into
a specific direction without any internal and external disturbances can be
interpreted as a demonstration of effective pre-preparation, publicity man-
agement, and decision-making capacity of a strongly coordinated and cohe-
sive dual executive. It also seems probable that the political parties kept their
party groups and main extra-parliamentary organs informed throughout the
process as parties take the final decisions in the parliament.

Public discussion turned next to parties and the Eduskunta. On 28 Febru-
ary, an Yle poll reported 53% support for NATO membership. On 1 March,
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Marin’s government convened with the chairs of all Eduskunta parties and
their party groups as well as the Speakers to discuss NATO membership.
Marin interpreted that party positions about NATO were changing, but
whether to apply for membership was still not clear. This meeting was prob-
ably also very influential in shaping subsequent debates (Junkkari et al., 2023).
The following day Niinistö met the Speakers, the chairs of Foreign Affairs and
Defence Committees, and the leaders of the Eduskunta parties, stating that
Finland’s security environment had altered rapidly. On 4 March, the day
that Niinistö met Biden in the White House, another poll by Helsingin
Sanomat showed 48% support for joining NATO. At this juncture, the
Swedish People’s Party declared its explicit support for NATO membership.
Reflecting broad consensus-building, Marin explained in the media that ‘Fin-
land’s foreign and security policy is formulated carefully… jointly with the
president, the government, and the Eduskunta. Political parties have a
central role in the debate. Also, inside the Social Democrats a proper
debate about NATO will be carried out and that debate has already begun’.
When asked on 7 March in connection with her visit to Estonia whether
Finland would join NATO during her premiership (next elections were sched-
uled for April 2023), Marin reconfirmed that ‘this is a debate we will have with
all relevant actors and the Eduskunta parties’. Marin also confirmed that the
government would produce a formal report to the parliament regarding
NATO, while Niinistö underlined the role of the Eduskunta in foreign and
security policy decisions.

It appears that Niinistö and Marin, and probably also at least the chairs of
the other governing parties had by this stage found a sufficiently uniform line
that they expressed to their parliamentary groups. Moreover, if our interpret-
ation is correct, i.e., that the chairs of governing parties had consulted party
groups about proceeding with the NATO application process, the efforts
unfolding later in March and in April were mostly directed towards party acti-
vists, voters, and opposition parties.

On 9 March the Left Alliance, a government party with history of reser-
vations about transatlantic cooperation, announced that it would start an
internal debate about its security policy positions. TP-UTVA met the same
day. Marin refused to reveal her NATO stance and continued to emphasise
the importance of national consensus about the issue. Besides reflecting an
established tradition of consensus-building, these efforts can be interpreted
as political safeguards in a situation where public opinion was changing dra-
matically but remained divided. On 10 March Niinistö once again met the
Speakers, the chairs of Foreign Affairs and Defence Committees, and the
leaders of the Eduskunta parties. At this juncture, Defence Minister Kaikkonen
stated that now is not the right time to apply for NATO membership, while
Niinistö refused to reveal his own view. On 11 March, Niinistö met the
Defence Committee of the parliament and it was reported, without any
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official information, that the government had begun drafting the previously
mentioned report on foreign and security policy. On 14 March, National
Coalition confirmed its pre-existing stance of supporting Finland’s NATO
membership. On the next day, the Eduskunta plenary debated the changing
security policy situation, with NATO actively mentioned in the speeches. The
next day the acting chair of the government party Green League, Iiris
Suomela, declared that NATO membership is the right direction for Finland.

On 17 March, it was officially confirmed that the government would soon
publish a foreign and security policy report, officially titled Government report
on changes in the security environment (‘NATO report’) under the guidance of
Foreign Minister Haavisto. The process involved the president and TP-UTVA,
and the report was to be submitted to the Eduskunta already in early April.
According to a Helsingin Sanomat poll released on 23 March support for
NATO membership had risen to 54%. On March 28, an internal survey of
the Finns Party showed that 63% of party members were in favour of applying
for NATO membership. The following day Riikka Purra, the chair of the Finns
Party, revealed her support for NATO membership, as did Jussi Halla-aho, the
previous party chair and a very popular figure inside the Finns Party. On 30
March, it was reported that the Eduskunta was appointing a cross-party
group consisting of the chairs of Eduskunta parties and their party groups
for monitoring the progress of the NATO report. The same day a poll in Hel-
singin Sanomat showed that support for NATO stood now at 61%. While for
example Niinistö had previously been in favour of holding a referendum
about NATO membership, since the war began his position had changed.
The increasing public support and changing positions of political parties’ pro-
vided leverage for the president and the government to move forward with
their plans.

TP-UTVA met frequently, convening at least three times in the first half of
April (on 1st, 8th and 12th). On 1 April, the Speaker’s Council of the Eduskunta
appointed a coordination group, consisting of party chairs, with the aim of
securing exchange of information during the processing of the NATO
report in the Eduskunta. Speaking the next day in the highest decision-
making organ of the Social Democrats, the party council, Marin announced
that now her party should debate whether to join NATO. Marin did not
mention explicitly her stance on NATO, but the tone of her speech left few
doubts about her support for joining the defence alliance. On 4 April, Niinistö
met again the chairs of Eduskunta parties, releasing a joint statement accord-
ing to which ‘we invite all people living in Finland to work together for the
security of our country. It is everyone’s responsibility to avoid animosity
and confrontation in Finland. On 9 April Annika Saarikko, the chair of the
Centre Party, announced her support for NATO membership, while the
council of the Centre Party adopted unanimously a position according to
which it would support the Finnish leadership in the changed security
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environment, thereby granting its government ministers the authority to
prepare any potential bid to join NATO.

On 12 April, TP-UTVA finalised the NATO report which next went to the full
government plenary before submission to the parliament. Speaking to the
tabloid Iltalehti, Marin estimated that NATO decision is ‘a matter of weeks
rather than months’. On 13 April, a new poll by Helsingin Sanomat reported
that 59% were in favour of joining NATO. The government’s NATO report
was then published: it did not explicitly recommend joining NATO, but poten-
tial membership was nonetheless viewed in positive terms, signalling a clear
change in Finland’s doctrine. Marin stated her intention of continuing active
dialogue with the chairs of Eduskunta parties and the key parliamentary com-
mittees, although the most important negotiations occurred inside her own
party. Niinistö at the same time commented that the NATO question should
be decided quickly and that he would convene with party leaders before
expressing publicly his position. Niinistö was clearly waiting for the main
parties, not least the Social Democrats, to adopt their pro-NATO positions
before stating his view on the question, although most likely everyone
sensed the president’s opinion.

On 18 April Maria Ohisalo, the official chair of the Greens who had returned
from maternity leave, announced her support for NATO membership. Two
days later the party’s parliamentary group adopted the same position and
few days from this Greens’ party council gave the party’s MPs and ministers
free hands to support NATO membership. On 21 April, Helsingin Sanomat
reported that 112 MPs out of 200 supported NATO membership. On 23
April Sari Essayah, the chair of the Christian Democrats, stated that support
from party members and party executive provided the backing for party’s
MPs to support application for NATO membership. Essayah also explained
that according to an internal party poll almost 80% of the members were
in favour of joining NATO. A Helsingin Sanomat poll released on 28 April
showed 65% support for NATO membership.

By nowa clearmajority of voters andMPs supportedNATOmembership, and
in late April media reported that the drafting of another government report
about applying for NATOmembership, officially titled Report on Finland’s Acces-
sion to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO report II), was underway in
the foreignministry. On4May, Niinistömet theDefence Committee of the Edus-
kunta andon the following day he convenedwith the Speakers, the chairs of the
Foreign Affairs and Defence Committees, Foreign Minister Haavisto and the
chairs of Eduskunta parties, confirming that he will express his NATO position
at the latest on 12 May. On 6 May, TP-UTVA convened and Niinistö also met
the Foreign Affairs Committee of the parliament. The following day a joint
meeting of the party council and parliamentary group of the Left Alliance
decided with a large majority of 52–10 to remain in the coalition government
if a large majority of MPs supported Finland’s NATO membership application.
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Therewas, however, a lot of discomfort in the party and the party chair andMin-
ister of Education Li Andersson noted, quite legitimately, how those against the
general pro-NATO stance were treated as outcasts or unpatriotic. On 10 May,
Eduskunta’s Defence Committee published its statement on the first NATO
report, stating that joining the defence alliance would be the best solution for
Finland’s security. Helsingin Sanomat poll released on the next day showed
that 73% were in favour of joining NATO and on 12 May, the parliamentary
group of the Christian Democrats officially and unanimously gave its support
to Finland’s NATO membership.

Finally, that same day Niinistö and Marin issued a joint statement, accord-
ing to which ‘Now that the moment of decision-making is near, we state our
equal views, also for information to the parliamentary groups and parties.
NATO membership would strengthen Finland’s security. As a member of
NATO, Finland would strengthen the entire defence alliance. Finland must
apply for NATO membership without delay. We hope that the national
steps still needed to make this decision will be taken rapidly within the
next few days’. Several other ministers, too, including Haavisto, Kaikkonen
and Andersson, now voiced their public support for Finland’s NATO member-
ship. The Eduskunta plenary debated the first NATO report on 13 May, and, to
quote Arter (2023, p. 183), the 14-hour session ‘threw up few surprises’ as
there was such overwhelming support for joining NATO. Finally, on 14 May
the party council of the Social Democrats stated its support for NATO mem-
bership with 53 votes in favour and 2 against. It remains unknown how many
council members’ positions had changed during the spring and to which
extent they were impacted by Marin’s leadership, but Social Democrats’ pos-
ition was crucial for the final outcome.

On 15 May, TP-UTVA finalised the second NATO report, after which the
government plenary approved it, and it was submitted to the parliament.
After the TP-UTVA meeting, Niinistö and Marin held another joint press con-
ference, where Niinistö stated that ‘I would like to draw particular attention to
how democracy has worked in Finland. I am referring to Finnish people and
their opinions, political parties, the Government and Parliament. Together
they have demonstrated the force of democracy’. Marin in turn thanked Nii-
nistö ‘on behalf of the entire Government for good and seamless
cooperation’. On 17 May, the Eduskunta plenary approved a resolution confi-
rming Eduskunta’s agreement with both government’s NATO reports with
188 votes in favour, 8 against, and 3 abstentions. The vote was held after a
motion tabled by MP Markus Mustajärvi (Left Alliance) not to seek NATO
membership, and those voting against were six Left Alliance MPs, one from
the Finns Party, and one independent MP. Finally, on the same day, Niinistö
decided on the proposal of the government to notify NATO of Finland’s inter-
est to engage in accession talks and appointed a delegation to the talks.
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Main findings and theoretical reflections

Our analysis sought to uncover the inter-institutional coordination mechan-
isms between the key political actors and institutions within the Finnish
core executive under a crisis situation. The unusual circumstances resulted
in intensified cooperation between the president, the government and the
Eduskunta that meet rather frequently also in normal times. TP-UTVA con-
vened much more often than normally, and particularly striking was the
high level of informal coordination between the president and the parliamen-
tary groups of political parties – meetings which essentially always also
included the prime minister. This activity smoothed the eventual passage
of the NATO bill in the parliament with a comfortable ‘supermajority’
backed by very significant public support. Here we must emphasise that
the relevant actors could draw on existing coordination patterns; the
formats did not change, and no new institutions were established. Instead,
the pre-existing informal institutions were used for exchange of information
and building common ground.

The highly coordinated dual executive system also managed to guide the
process without any public quarrels. In spring 2022 Niinistö recognised his
role as co-leader of foreign policy but acted in concert with the government
and the parliament. Both Niinistö and Marin travelled actively abroad andmet
foreign leaders in Helsinki. In addition, we noted the joint statement of the
president and the prime minister on 24 February, and their joint statement
on 12 May about both supporting NATOmembership, and it appears that Nii-
nistö was postponing the publication of his position to avoid potential rift
with the prime minister’s party. Both executives performed crucial roles in
gradually yet consistently building partisan support for NATO membership
also in the Eduskunta. This was highly important given that the parliament
held formal veto power over the issue. It is not clear whether Marin or Niinistö
revealed their pro-NATO stances behind-the-scenes before May, but it is
notable how the left-wing parties overturned their previous opposition to
NATO membership. In the case of Social Democrats, this was more under-
standable as the party of the prime minister, but for the Left Alliance the
decision was genuinely difficult given the strong support for neutrality and
even anti-Americanism within the party. Here the various informal
cooperation mechanisms in the coalition government and in the parliament
as well as the continuing dialogue between the president and the Eduskunta
parties were most important.

The timeline contained only the main events resulting in the NATO mem-
bership application. It did not detail all the routine interaction between and
inside the institutions. As our interviews testified, the importance of such
business-as-usual mechanisms cannot be overestimated. The president
meets the prime minister and the foreign minister regularly, both bilaterally
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and in TP-UTVA, and there is standard cross-partisan cooperation inside
coalition cabinets and in the parliamentary committees. Furthermore, the inter-
views highlighted the value of effective administrative machinery, where infor-
mation is produced and circulated in timely fashion, and which monitors and
coordinates the communications of the elected actors. Leading politicians are
in the spotlight, but the hard work of policy preparation takes place away from
the public eye. Here it is worth reminding that the presidential office is very
small, and thus even the president is reliant on preparatory work carried out
by the government. Although two broad reports were prepared later during
the process, the initial stages of the process clearly suggest that a lot of
policy-relevant material had been prepared in advance.

We should also emphasise the importance of the intra-party arena.
Although some of the publicised meetings in the Eduskunta likely had
more to do with media appearance than actual negotiations, the interplay
of parties’ various organisational layers was very important, as their
support was crucial for the pro-NATO positions. Reflecting the general organ-
isational dynamics of contemporary Finnish parties (e.g., Koskimaa, 2016),
parties’ chairs and ministerial groups initiated and led the process, first
through parliamentary party groups that decide on all policy issues in the
Eduskunta and then, when necessary, through extra-parliamentary organs
that formally decide parties’ major positions and select party leaders.
Clearly, intra-party arena should receive more attention in future applications
of the core executive model.

Besides curtailing executive dominance and other potential violations of
democratic norms, the highly institutionalised coordination system that
builds on various formal and especially informal practices was a key factor
in facilitating a timely and effective policy response under this temporally
pressing and politically fragmented decision-making context. Reflecting the
main idea of the core executive model, our case study has emphasised the
importance of recognising and merging the various organisationally dis-
persed but necessary actors and resources into a working whole that is
kept operative through frequent interaction. While opposition parties and
the parliament are not parts of the core executive, their inclusion reflects
the tradition of broad cross-party consensus that is typical for Finnish policy-
making and which played an important role at least in terms of cushioning
from electoral sanctions.

Concluding remarks

The research question structuring our article was both straightforward and
complex: how to explain the rapid, highly efficient and still democratic
decision-making process which resulted in Finland overturning its old security
doctrine and applying for NATO membership in the spring of 2022, less than
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three months after Russia attacked Ukraine. Theoretically, we focused on
formal and informal coordination mechanisms, adding nuance with the core
executive model that emphasises strategic interactions of various resourceful
actors. After introducing the network of relevant actors, we traced Finland’s
NATO membership application process to uncover how the use of pre-existing
formal and informal coordinative institutions between interdependent actors
was intensified in the crisis situation, tying the various actors with hetero-
geneous preferences into a process characterised by regular and confidential
cooperation and resulting in rapid and dramatic policy change that was
widely supported throughout the politico-administrative elite and the public.

Through showing how a dual executive regime with high partisan frag-
mentation can achieve democratic, consensual, and fast decision-making
under severe externally induced crisis, our study has wider theoretical signifi-
cance for debates on crisis decision-making, informal institutions, semi-presi-
dentialism and the core executive model. When comparing our findings with
previous research, the importance of informal coordination mechanisms
becomes more clearly visible, both in the context of semi-presidential
regimes and more generally. Corresponding to the findings of Featherstone
and Papadimitriou (2023) that emphasised the insufficiency of mere formal
capacities, our results highlight the complementary role of institutional
layers: formal rules (constitution, rules of procedure of the government and
the parliament) provide the bedrock but to become effective they must be
supplemented with informal understandings and coordination practices,
including in our case cross-party cooperation in government and parliament.
The core executive model provided an important framework for our analysis
through emphasising the resources and interactions that make coordination
mechanisms work. Over time, these informal practices have become institu-
tionalised to the extent that all actors involved in our extended version of
the core executive model seem to adhere to them almost automatically.
Their importance covers periods of ‘normalcy’ and they also facilitated demo-
cratic and efficient governance during COVID (Heller et al., 2023; Poyet et al.,
2024). In line with Scharpf (1994), this is clearly positive coordination where
actors do not just solve conflicts but actively coordinate their positions in
search of solutions to common problems. To the core executive model our
study adds especially reasons to give even more weight to non-constitutional
policy actors, i.e., the experts in public administration and especially party
organisations, which played a central role in the process.
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