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ABSTRACT

This study aims to contribute to the understanding of how military organizations
become involved in meaning-making and processes of identity-building as they seek
to engage individuals in defence work. To this end, we focus on a specific understudied
organization: the Swedish Home Guard (SHG), a key component of the country’s total
defence, often seen as the epitome of defence willingness. The study addresses the
following question: How are constructions of collective identity in Swedish Home
Guard communication interlinked with larger political strategies to increase (total)
defence willingness? The study is designed as a qualitative, exploratory case study
of SHG communication based on a wide range of mainly textual and interview-based
sources in which we analyse communication directed at both internal and external
audiences. Analytically, we draw on theories of organizational, military, and collective
social identity to probe identity-building strategies and how they relate to the idea
of defence willingness. Addressing SHG communications, the study shows that being
“willing” is associated with a number of desirable social, organizational and professional
identity traits serving to widen the SHG role outside the boundaries of the traditional
soldier identity. Further, we conclude how elements of Home Guard communication
strategies, among them the construction of the “society’s soldiers” trope, act to
prepare the Swedish public for defence participation by diminishing thresholds dividing
military and society at large, introducing military defence as a concern and possibility
for “anyone”.
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INTRODUCTION

For many countries, Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the invasion of Ukraine in 2022
accentuated the need to strengthen national defence, societal resilience, and readiness. In the
Nordic and Baltic regions, the deteriorating security situation has seen an increasing focus on
restoring total defence or comprehensive security capabilities (Ericson et al., 2022). Essentially,
these are whole-of-society and whole-of-government approaches to national security whose
strength depends on the ability to mobilize civil and military defence in the event of a severe
crisis or war (e.g., Wither, 2020; Lallerstedt, 2021). While concepts differ between countries,
all rely on the active participation of the population in the (total) defence system. Hence, a
current concern for political leaders and defence institutions is ensuring the population’s ability
and willingness to participate in activities that bolster readiness and resilience, and, ultimately,
to defend the country in the event of war. This concept is known as férsvarsvilja - defence
willingness (Swedish Armed Forces [SAF] & Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency [MSB], 2023;
Deschamps-Berger & Oksanen, 2023).

Sweden is a prime example of a country currently striving to re-invent total defence in the
face of both conventional and “transboundary” or “hybrid” threats (Boin, 2019; Angstrom &
Ljungkvist, 2023), and to engage the wider population through legal, coercive, moral, and
voluntary means. In the Swedish context, increasing defence willingness could be challenging
due both to past changes in military recruitment styles and national ideas of non-alignment and
neutrality. Further, the switch to an all-volunteer force during the years 2010-2016 increased
the distance between military institution and society, affecting levels of public trust and
interest in the SAF (Berndtsson et al., 2015). As defined in the SAF’s Military Strategic Doctrine
(MSD) of 2022, Swedish defence willingness depends on trust and support between the military
and society, and ultimately manifests itself through engagement in military or civilian defence
organizations (SAF, 2022b). Thus, re-establishing military or civilian engagement among the
population demands a rebuilding of the relationship between the military organization and the
population, reintroducing the expectations of the former to the latter.

In the process, Swedish political leadership and civil and military defence organizations have
each taken on more active roles in communicating the idea of total defence as a collective and
individual responsibility. Through these communications, individuals, groups, and organizations
throughout the total defence system become involved in different forms of “identity work”
(Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003), constructing understandings of threats to Swedish or
international security and communicating roles, responsibilities and images of the “willing” (or
“responsible”) citizen. For instance, in the 2023 report The Demands of War [Krigets krav], the
SAF and the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (MSB) conclude that a “strong total defence is
a concern for all” (SAF and MSB, 2023, p. 2). Further, tropes and slogans such as “Total Defence
- All of Sweden Together” or “It starts with you and me. Together we are total defence” have
started to appear on websites, in campaigns, and in factsheets (MSB, 17 November 2022; SAF,
2023a). Through such communications, the perceived role and identity of the Swedish military
is informed by an interplay of military organizations, national politics, and expectations of the
home society in the context of the international environment (Kimmel, 2018).

This article aims to contribute insight into how military organizations become involved in
meaning-making and identity-building processes as they seek to engage individuals in defence
work. To this end, we focus empirically on the communication of the Swedish Home Guard
(SHG), an organization that bridges the civilian-military divide and address the following
question: “How are constructions of collective identity in Swedish Home Guard communication
interconnected with larger political strategies to increase (total) defence willingness?”.

BACKGROUND AND PREVIOUS RESEARCH

The SHG consists of just over 22,000 voluntary part-time soldiers and officers, mainly tasked
with crisis response and territorial defence (SAF, 2023a). When founded in 1940, the SHG
attracted 90,000 men to volunteer, making it an early symbol of Swedish defence willingness
(SAF, 2022a). From the 1990s, considerable military downsizing meant that the SHG became
associated mainly with societal support functions such as disaster relief and search and rescue
rather than with military operations. However, in the spring of 2022 - and most likely as a direct
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result of the invasion of Ukraine - the SHG received over 27,000 new applications, equalling
the number received in 10 normal years (SAF, 2023b, p. 12), reintroducing the SHG as a central
actor in the Swedish military and political discourse. The increase in applications, described as
showing “great commitment and defence willingness in society” (Dahlin, 2022, Nov. 9), was
followed by a marketing campaign in 2023 introducing the SHG as “society’s soldiers” (SAF,
2024a), underscoring both its unique function and apparent close connection with the Swedish
population, while re-establishing the organization’s military relevance.

As the SHG relies on part-time soldiers and officers serving a certain number of days per
year, members are predominantly civilians with “regular” jobs. This model of civilian-military
identity and part-time employment is similar to that of other reserve forces which, like the
SHG, have received limited academic attention in the past. Described as “double-visioned”
and “transmigrant”, reserve forces have been seen by scholars as personnel both possessing
a unique dual identity and being a medium for the constant flow of knowledge, identities and
ideas across civilian-military boundaries (see, e.g., Ben-Ari & Connelly, 2022; Connelly, 2020;
Higate et al., 2021; Lomsky-Feder et al., 2008; Vest, 2013). Consequently, aside from being terra
incognita in academic discourse, the possibilities of the boundary-crossing dual identity make
the SHG relevant to an analytical study of identity, communication and, by extension, defence
willingness.

By analysing identity work in SHG communication and its connection to Swedish (total) defence
willingness, our study makes two valuable contributions.

First, the study contributes to research on reserve forces, institutions generally understood as
being understudied (Ben-Ari & Connelly, 2022). Several authors have emphasized the need
to improve our understanding of the role of reserve forces in relation to issues of readiness in
defence organizations (see, e.g., Bekesiene et al., 2022; Druck, 2023). Following previous work
on reserves (e.g., Connelly, 2020; Danielsson & Carlstedt, 2011; Griffith, 2009; Higate et al,,
2021; Lomsky-Feder et al., 2008; Vest, 2013), we focus on the role of identity in relation to
the group, specifically how identity work in the SHG relates to political and military efforts to
explain and create defence willingness. Thus, this study provides insight into the role of the
reserve force in civilian-military identity construction and communication, whilst also showing
how processes of (military) identity construction relate to issues of defence engagement and
organizational change (see, e.g., Johansen et al., 2014; Berndtsson, 2021).

Second, we add a novel take on defence willingness as a variable and dynamic concept. In
previous research, defence willingness has often been approached as an individual characteristic
that can be measured (e.g., Persson & Wideman, 2023; Jonsson & Wedebrand, 2021; ABDI,
2024; Kantar Public, 2022). While these studies provide useful insight into levels of (self-
reported) defence willingness among various groups in society, our study adds to this body of
work by focusing on the political and organizational construction of defence willingness. Thus,
instead of focusing on the perceptions and motivations of individuals, we analyse how defence
willingness is also defined through organizational identity work in the case of the Swedish
Home Guard. Analytically, we draw on theories of organizational, military, and collective social
identity to probe the identity-building strategies of the SHG and its relation to Swedish defence
willingness. Using a wide range of mainly textual and interview-based sources we analyse SHG
communications aimed at both internal and external audiences.

The article proceeds as follows.

Immediately below, we outline our theoretical framework, focusing on the concepts of
organizational and collective social identity. This paves the way for a more detailed description
of our research design and methods. We then analyse SHG communication using a thematic
analytical approach guided by four aspects of collective identity. Finally, the conclusions
summarize our results and point to several avenues for future research into this important
topic.

THEORETICAL APPROACH: ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTIFICATION
AND COLLECTIVE IDENTITY WORK

Support and collaboration between the military defence and society is foundational for the
development of a functioning total defence system (SAF, 2022b, p. 71). To achieve this, a wide
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range of total defence actors, the SHG among them, are involved in efforts to explain the need
for resilience, preparedness, and, in the last instance, resistance or active participation in war-
fighting. In the process, images of what it means to be part of the total defence system are
constructed and communicated to the public - in terms of allegiance to certain beliefs, goals or
norms, for instance, or in terms of personal characteristics and responsibilities. These strategies
can be usefully understood as processes of “intentional” organizational identity work (Kreiner
& Murphy, 2016), where defence organizations communicate certain institutional images in
a conscious effort to create a cohesive internal identity and influence individuals to join or
support the organization.

In military studies, ideas about social, organizational, and professional identity have long been
used to probe issues of belonging, cohesion, culture, and morality among reqular and reserve
forces, or among defence civilians (see, e.g., Gazit et al., 2021; Griffith, 2009; Goldenberg et al.,
2019; Kimmel, 2018; Kaspersen, 2023; Kouri, 2023; Lomsky-Feder et al., 2008; Meharg, 2023,
Vest, 2013). In this article, we analyse how a military organization performs identity work to
achieve certain intended goals, such as increasing (total) defence participation. In doing so,
we see identity as socially constructed, variable, and relational, where the idea of “identity
work” includes activities through which the meanings and contents of identities are reformed,
maintained, repaired or negotiated (Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003, p. 1165). Following Kimmel
(2018), we also recognize the distinction between “me-" and “we-" identities, capturing both
self-images of the individual, and shared identity traits among groups, constructed through
social interaction or role expectations. As such, in organizations, identity work can be initiated
at the managerial level where the construction of a cohesive “we” identity works as a strategy
to guide individual members to align their own interests and self-images with the interests
and ideas of the organization - a process known as (organizational) identification (Alvesson &
Willmott, 2002; Brown, 2017).

In a similar way, Kimmel (2018) shows how, in the military context, identification processes
are initiated through means such as official, formal documents, military laws and regulations,
or codes of conduct, establishing role expectations for soldiers and a shared “we”-identity; the
organization’s cohesion is derived from its members identifying with the goals, values, and
aspirations that define it (Brown, 2017).

The ways in which organizations perform identity work, often through means such as presenting
themselves as being aligned with certain values in marketing or strategic communication,
are also instrumental to the recognition of the group by outsiders (Brown & Toyoki, 2013; see
also Jackson, 2019). However, identity work is not an isolated one-way process; it also occurs
in relation to processes of collective identification. For example, as Kimmel (2018, p. 481)
concludes, the identities of military organizations and their “soldierly subjects” are also shaped
by influences from national politics, norms, expectations, and ideas of its “home society,” as
well as the international and global environment in which they operate. Thus, in the case of
the Swedish Home Guard, identity work may be initiated by recent policy shifts and decisions
at both the political and organizational level, with the intentions of recruiting and retaining
members, and of strengthening the population’s identification with certain defence-related
ideas and goals. Ultimately, this connects ongoing processes of (collective and individual)
identification in and by the Home Guard to conscious political endeavours to strengthen total
defence capabilities, popular resilience, and the larger goal of increasing defence willingness.

We analyse the content of collective identity - that is, the ideas, norms and beliefs that the SHG
want their (current or prospective) members to align with. To this end, we draw on Abdelal and
his colleagues (2006), who argue that collective identity can be understood as a social category
that varies along the two dimensions of content and contestation; the former is understood as
the meaning of identity, the latter as reflecting the level of agreement over that content within
the group or collective.

Further, content comprises four interrelated “types”: constitutive norms, social purposes,
relational comparisons, and cognitive models (Abdelal et al., 2006, p. 696). “Constitutive norms”
refers to formal and informal rules that define group membership, obligations, and roles; they
“appear to fix meanings and set collective expectations of members of the group”. Focusing
on the SHG, we study how such constitutive norms are defined and communicated as they tell
stories about how the organization perceives itself and its members, and the role-expectations
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conveyed to outsiders. Second, “social purposes” refers to goals attached to the group; these
create obligations among members to engage in practices to achieve these goals. In the case
of the SHG, we focus on how the overarching purposes and goals of the organization (and, by
extension, Swedish total defence) are bestowed with meaning and how they are communicated
to internal and external audiences. Third, “relational comparisons” refers to things that define
the group or collective in relation to significant “others”. Here, the civilian-military nature of
Home Guard members becomes relevant: the organization defines itself and its members as a
‘hybrid’ of the two. Finally, “cognitive model” refers to a group’s ontology and epistemology, a
shared worldview or understanding of the social and political present and past (Abdelal et al.,
2006, pp. 697-699). For the SHG, communicating a certain understanding of the world can
be one way of establishing a connection with out-groups or non-members in order to attract
potential recruits.

These four dimensions of collective identity function as guiding themes in our analysis
of SHG communication. Here we are interested in how aspects of collective identity are
conveyed through internal and external communication, including messages targeting the
personnel of the SHG and relational others such as the home society and potential recruits.
For example, as a military organization with members and strategic needs, the SHG may
perform or initiate identity work among its own members to create internal cohesion. In such
efforts, communication can define common norms and purposes for the group, creating a
stronger “we”-identity within the organization. However, aspects of shared identity are also
communicated externally - for instance, to increase organizational legitimacy, strengthen
public support, or ultimately to inspire individuals to act on their defence willingness by joining
the organization. Thus, our differentiating between the communication’s internal and external
value is not to be interpreted as indicative of any strict separation between the two spheres,
merely a way of illustrating their overlapping character.

Having thus outlined our main theoretical points of departure, the following section will describe
our research design and methods for data analysis in more detail.

METHODS, MATERIALS, AND ANALYTICAL APPROACH

This study is designed as an in-depth, exploratory case study of Swedish Home Guard
communication focusing on the construction of collective identity in and by the organization.
As noted above, identity formation and identity work in the military takes places on many levels
and across multiple domains (Kimmel, 2018). Hence, although the SHG is a separate branch of
the Swedish Armed Forces, it operates under, and is influenced by, centrally formulated policies,
norms, and ideas. Thus, to fully understand the communication by the SHG, understanding the
SAF’s larger “we-identity” (Kimmel, 2018), to be important. Therefore, we have collected data
from a wide range of (mainly textual and open) sources on both the institutional (SAF) level and
a more focused Home Guard level.!

As our aim is to capture instances of organizational identity work, our sources are limited to
communication material either produced by the organization itself or at a higher institutional
level. Our analysis does not include sources from outside of the military organization, which
clearly affects the analytical outcome. Naturally, then, our single study of SHG commmunications
cannot capture every possible aspect of identity work (individual experiences, for example);
nevertheless, we believe our study contributes new and important insight into how military
organizations intentionally perform and initiate identity work and how such processes help
inform the meaning of who the “willing” citizen is.

In the initial phase of our analysis, and to capture key aspects of the larger “we” of the Swedish
Armed Forces (of which the SHG is an integral part), we analyse strategic manuals: the Military
Strategic Doctrine (SAF, 2022b) and the appended policy on Military Strategic Coommunication
(SAF, 2023b). These policies were chosen as they both outline role expectations and personal
characteristics of military personnel and provide guidance for communications and marketing
strategies for all parts of the military organization, including the SHG. Additionally, the policies
both outline the political aim of strengthening defence willingness and provide descriptions of
how such willingness is to be created and achieved.

1 All translations from Swedish to English by the authors unless otherwise stated.
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In the second part of the analysis, we narrow our focus to the Home Guard. Here, we draw
on recruitment and marketing material available through the SAF and SHG websites, such
as descriptions, slogans, and marketing videos; notably, we analyse 11 out of 12 published
“testimonials” (one was excluded due to lack of relevancy). These are interviews by the
organization with serving members of the SHG where they are asked their reasons for joining
and the benefits of serving, telling stories of who the Home Guard soldier is and the character
traits they embody. While data from such interviews are clearly limited in terms of scope,
representativeness, and the level of control over questions, etc., previous studies have shown
how similar forms of regulated communications can be used as sources revealing important
aspects of identity construction in military and private security recruitment (Stern & Strand,
2024; Joachim & Schneiker, 2024).

To supplement the data collected from open and published sources, we have conducted three
semi-structured interviews (R1-R3) with key SHG representatives, all involved in communication
and recruitment at the central level. Interview questions revolved around who the “willing”
citizen is, how one creates such willingness, and the role played by the SHG plays in such efforts.
The interview guide covered the following themes: the role of the SHG; the “willing” citizen/
the SHG soldier; how to create the “willing” citizen; and what defence willingness means for
the SHG. Before the interviews, all participants were informed of the study’s aim and ethical
considerations regarding their participation and the data collected. Further, all participants
signed a consent form clarifying their anonymity and voluntary participation. They were also
given the option to consent to be quoted directly in the study, which one representative (R-3)
did not agree to; consequently, only summaries of their statements appear in the text. After
the interviews, one of the representatives (R-2) elaborated some of their answers through
email communication with the authors; this will be referenced as “personal commmunication”.

We coded our data according to a thematic analytical approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006), where
the four dimensions of the content of collective identities by Abdelal et al. (2006) functioned as
key themes guiding the analysis (see coding frame in Table 1 and example of coding in Table 2
below).

COLLECTIVE IDENTITY  DEFINITION (ABDELAL ET AL., 2006)

Constitutive norms * “Who we are”
* Boundaries and distinctive practices of the group

* Formal and informal rules

Social purpose “What we do” and “What we want”

* The purposive meaning derived from a particular identity

Relational comparisons e The identification of the group contrasting it to what it is not
Action is relational to the existence of ‘Others’

Cognitive models * The worldviews and contemporary understandings of the group
* Group membership defined by explanations of how the world looks

Constitutive norms ~ “To fit in the group, you have to be solution-oriented, adaptable, and a team player. It is
physically challenging, and you must engage in reqgular exercise to be a good rifleman,
says Christoffer.” (I-3)

COMMENT: Characteristics for the SHG soldier to fit the role. The importance of
physical fitness for the task, at least for the more “soldierly” jobs in the SHG.

- (Soldierly mental and physical strength)

As mentioned above, the four dimensions described by Abdelal and his colleagues are
interrelated. Our goal was not, then, to strictly point out where constitutive norms or social
purposes were being communicated, for example; the four themes functioned, rather, as
instruments to recognize the ways in which the SAF and the SHG perform collective identity
work through their communication. Our mainly deductive approach allowed for a certain
flexibility as several sub-themes emerged from different sections in the material, affording the
possibility of additional interpretation of their identity-constructing potential and, by extension,
their potential impact on (total) defence thinking in Sweden. Because of the interrelated nature
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Table 1 Thematic coding
frame based on Abdelal et al.,
2006.

Table 2 Example of coding
table for “constitutive norms”.
Each relevant quote was
added to the table under

the appropriate theoretical
theme (constitutive norms,
social purposes, relational
comparisons, cognitive
models) allowing for the
authors to comment on its
identity-constructing content.
Afterwards, a suitable sub-
theme was either formulated
or reused.



of the four dimensions, however, and to avoid numerous repetitions, our analysis and findings
are not organized strictly according to these. Instead, the analysis is structured around key
aspects of collective identity and defence willingness, and moves from the larger context of the
SAF to a narrower focus on the SHG.

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

In this section, we analyse expressions of organizational identity work in and by the Swedish
Home Guard and how they interconnect with ideas of Swedish defence willingness. In the
first section of the analysis we aim to understand the larger institutional “we”-identity of the
SAF. Here, we identify and analyse key traits of the role and characteristics of the SAF and
their members as outlined in their Military Strategic Doctrine (MSD; see SAF, 2022b) and the
appended policy on strategic communication, DTLG Milstratkom (SAF, 2023b). In the section
following, we target the Home Guard’s own communications, analysing how they translate
these larger institutional goals into civilian-military communication for the Home Guard and
external audiences, and how this relates to ideas about defence willingness.

COLLECTIVE IDENTITY IN SWEDISH ARMED FORCES DOCTRINE

Addressing both internal and external audiences, the MSD can be perceived as one source of
organizational and collective identity work for the military organization. When referring to SAF
members, and in particular uniformed personnel, the doctrine states:

We [members of the SAF] do not only exercise our right and duty to use deadly
force against an attacker, we also accept the risk to our own lives in the defence of
Sweden. (SAF, 2022b, p. 81)

The statement speaks to both organizational constitutive norms related to obligations and
expectations for members of the group while underscoring the fundamental social purpose
of the organization: the (military) defence of Sweden. Here, being willing to defend Sweden is
expressed as a central part of membership in the larger “we” of the SAF, entailing a readiness
to use force and, indeed, the expectation that the member will accept the risk of death.
Expanding on this, the doctrine also states: “In the armed forces, the willingness to defend
Sweden translates into military training and thus contributes to building Sweden’s war-fighting
capabilities” (SAF, 2022b, p. 70). Here, being committed and “willing” is repeated as a central
norm for those engaged in the defence, and contributing to the country’s military strength is
formulated as a central purpose deriving from that.

Elaborating on wider social purposes of the military organization, the doctrine explains:

Sweden’s security policy aims to guarantee the country’s autonomy and
independence, to protect sovereignty, Swedish interests, fundamental values, and
to safeqguard freedom of action in the face of political, military, or other forms of
pressure. (SAF, 2022b, p. 19)

However:

We cannot take our democracy, peace, and freedom for granted. It must be
defended and won every day. The Armed Forces must therefore conduct active
defence under normal circumstances, in security crises, and in case of armed attack.
(SAF, 2022b, p. 69)

These statements may be directed at both SAF employees and external audiences (relational
others such as the political leadership, the wider population, the outside world). Here, the
“active defence” - identified as one of the corner stones of Swedish defence - is described with
constitutive norms as readiness, capabilities, competencies, and vigilance, laying out what is
expected of this part of the group. Meanwhile, with these messages certain cognitive models
are constructed: external audiences are informed of the importance of an active defence, both
during times of peace and in a crisis. With this, the role of the SAF is conditioned by certain
cognitive ideas according to which universal values can no longer be taken for granted. In
addition, by describing how the military defence is needed for the protection of those values,
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the doctrine narrates a worldview were there are threatening “others”, so coupling the necessity
of the military defence with the safety of Swedish society and beliefs. Further elaborating on
cognitive models for current members of the group, the “active defence” is presented as “a
way of thinking, feeling and acting” (SAF, 2022b, p. 69): a construction of military engagement
as a way of life, a calling rather than a profession.

In sum, one may interpret elements of both internal and external organizational identity work
in the doctrine. On the one hand, it constructs a certain image of the military organization
regarding relational others such as civilians. By describing the role and purpose of the SAF and
their members, out-groups are reminded and informed of the overall necessity of the military
organization; further, by describing the SAF as the protectors of certain values that out-groups
may identify with - democracy, peace, and freedom, for example - the doctrine connects the
goals of the organization with those of society. The doctrine also constructs a cohesive internal
organizational identity for the SAF and its members. By describing military engagement as
something honourable, necessary, and selfless, members of the group are reminded of their
task while also gaining recognition from relational others, increasing the status of the soldier
role.

THE ROLE OF COLLECTIVE IDENTITY AND (TOTAL) DEFENCE WILLINGNESS

From the doctrine, one may interpret the role played by processes of identity work in political
strategies of (total) defence willingness. Described as a wider societal concern, defence
willingness is defined as “an expression of the population’s collective opinion about the need to
make armed resistance in case of an attack against the country and a willingness to accept the
necessary sacrifices” (SAF, 2022b, p. 70). Further, for the wider population (civilian and other
relational others), being “willing” is construed with both constitutive norms of support and
trust, and social purposes such as voluntary participation in the country’s defence:

Defence willingness is based on trust between the political leadership, authorities,
and the population. Both defence willingness and spirit of resistance requires popular
support and is exhibited in the form of engagement in and positive attitudes towards
our defence, for instance through a willingness to join the Home Guard or other
voluntary defence organisations. (SAF, 2022b, p. 70)

This definition of defence willingness clearly harmonizes with the larger idea of Swedish total
defence, described as a “national concern” that requires “the engagement of the whole of
society” and based on a “widespread defence willingness and spirit of resistance” (SAF, 2022b,
p. 71). Thus, elements of identity work become important in the task of total defence planning
and increasing defence willingness in Sweden: such processes evidently rely on constructing
ideas of a collective “we” with shared responsibilities, purposes, and understandings of the
world. In the 2023 SAF strategic communication policy, the DTLG Milstratkom, the connection
between identity work and the larger political goal of strengthening defence willingness is
emphasized further:

Through military strategic communication, the Armed Forces create their own
narrative, theme and main message to achieve the desired effects and to strengthen
our own population’s defence willingness and counteract the opponent’s potential
influence. (SAF, 2023b, p. 39)

From this perspective, communicating both SAF roles and mandates, as well as the constitutive
norms and social purposes that govern their work, is clearly linked to the endeavour to increase
defence willingness and resilience among the population. Further, the importance of having a
cohesive collective identity is described as equally important both the organization and general
society:

The Armed Forces’ narratives, our main messages, and themes, shall be well known
among staff throughout the organisation. Other parts of the total defence need to
have knowledge of the Armed Forces’ narratives, themes and messages. (SAF, 2023b,
p. 39)

A nation with a strong, communicated, established and clear will has a deterrent
effect. It contributes to establishing defence willingness among the Swedish
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population, which is fundamental to achieve a threshold effect. A determined, clear,
and persevering resistance will be mobilised. We will never give up. (SAF, 2023b, p. 5)

Thus, increasing defence willingness by spreading knowledge about the SAF in general and
instilling confidence inits war-fighting capabilities, both within the organization and for relational
others, emerge as important parts of the SAF’s goal. As argued by Abdelal and his colleagues
(2006), the way in which collective groups recognize the world and their social surroundings
depends on the cognitive perceptions of that group. Thus, by communicating certain purposes
of the military defence and notions about the values they are protecting, the SAF informs
external- and internal audiences’ understanding of not only the social and political present but
the past, also, thus prompting certain individual beliefs, attitudes, and actions. By, for example,
encouraging voluntary defence work, showcasing civilian-military collaboration, or explicitly
supporting societal norms and ideas such as democracy, LGBTQ rights and human rights more
generally, the “we” of the military organization is aligned more closely with “the home society”
(Kimmel, 2018, p. 481, 484f), ultimately building trust, support, and understanding between
the two. This is fundamental for the reinforcement of defence willingness.

Our analysis of these doctrine-level policies has shown how the construction of collective
identity - by describing soldiers with norms such as competence or combat-readiness, and
by framing the SAF as the protectors of universal values against threatening others - serves
as a strategy to improve defence willingness and encourage total defence participation. This
is understood to be central purpose for the military organization. The organizational level
is included in the analysis on the understanding that military identity is constructed in the
interplay between different actors, including the military organization itself and the instruments
of political influence (Kimmel, 2018). Thus, the political and strategic goals for the SAF and the
military organization shape the organizational identity of the SHG and the ways in which they
perceive themselves and their goals.

We now turn to a consideration of the ways in which the Home Guard’s constructions of
collective identity align with SAF narratives and, in turn, imbue defence willingness with specific
meaning.

COLLECTIVE IDENTITY IN THE SWEDISH HOME GUARD

What distinguishes the women and men who engage in the Home Guard is an
immense commitment and defence willingness. (SAF, 2024aq)

Echoing the constitutive norms communicated in the doctrines, the SHG website introduces the
organization’s soldiers as the material realization of defence willingness, setting them apart
from those who are not (yet) members. As we shall see, defence willingness is a recurring
trope in SHG communication, and its meaning is closely connected to how the organization
constructs certain elements of collective identity. As described in the methods section, this
part of the analysis draws on interviews with SHG representatives, as well as “testimonials” and
other communications directed at both internal and external audiences.

Recently, the SHG has become a more visible part of the SAF. Commenting on this, one
representative interviewed expressed a hope that “the SHG will be a foundation of sorts in the
Swedish defence” (R-1). Further, there is a new ambition of the Supreme Commander to clarify
the SHG’s role within the SAF (R-2), possibly making it into a branch equal to the Swedish Air
Force, Army or Navy (R-3). This new role requires a “rebranding” of the organization where a
more accurate and modernized image of the SHG and their personnel must be communicated
by “shifting the image away from it being old men barbequing and shooting in the woods, to
showing who they actually are” (R-2). Here, issues include presenting a more relevant image
and improving the perceived professionalism of the SHG (R-3), distancing themselves from
past ideas of the Home Guard as a hobby or social club - a common prejudice against reserve
forces (see, for example, Connelly, 2020; Higate et al., 2021). In doing so, the organization may
prompt out-groups to both reconsider the organization and its purpose, and to provide current
members with a justification to rethink, or rebrand themselves, into more serious soldiers of
society (see Bury, 2017).

Thus, seeking to attach new values to the organization and their members while breaking down
old prejudices, the SHG is in the active process of reconstructing its identity. As part of this shift,
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new purposes are outlined for the SHG designed to attract the “right” recruits, meaning well-
informed individuals willing to participate in Swedish (total) defence for the long term (R-1),
in turn shaping both the organization’s internal and external communication. Here, the SHG
needs to inspire identification among out-groups, mainly civilians, to attract individuals to join
the organization; here, internal communication will be equally important for the establishment
of a cohesive organizational identity, resonating with the strategies mentioned in the doctrines.
An example of this is seen in the establishment of constitutive norms such as “inclusivity” and
“camaraderie”, according to which the SHG is described as an organization where anyone may
find a place (I-5) and engagement in the organization is presented with benefits such as new-
found friendships (I-4; 1-9; I-10) and companionship (I-3; I-6; I-11). In this, the SHG constructs a
narrower “we” identity in which membership is attached to values of openness and friendliness,
lowering the threshold between the in-group and out-groups and simultaneously establishing
expectations of what membership entails:

According to Marie, the best part of the Home Guard is the camaraderie. Through the
Home Guard she has taken part in several long-distance marches, in Sweden and
abroad, and got to know other soldiers in, among others, Belgium and Norway. ...

“I have met several close friends through the Home Guard. ... The Home Guard gets
more and more fun with the years.” (I-4)

The group [the unit within the SHG] have put immense work into basic values in

the last 10 to 15 years and [the Home Guard soldier] Lorenzo recognises a big
change in the language and attitude among the soldiers in the group. ... “We do not
differentiate between boys and girls, or your ethnicity. We are all soldiers and today
we share really good basic values. People who cannot adapt to those values are not
allowed to stay - people are supposed to be comfortable with us,” Lorenzo says. (I-5)

Other constitutive aspects of the group are characteristics such as “mental strength”,
specifically the need for Home Guard soldiers to tolerate stress and to be able to remain calm
and be determined (I-2; I-8; I-7). In one statement, the medic Elin alludes to the importance of
these, adding empathy and mental resilience:

“Necessary characteristics are that you are tolerant to stress, empathic and
nurturing, as well as being able to handle people when they are in extreme pain. Also,
you cannot be afraid of large amounts of blood either,” says Ellen. (I-2)

Moreover, the importance of mental strength is combined with the need to be physically
capable (I-1; I-2; 1-3; I-10):

“To fit in the group you have to be solution-oriented, adaptable, and a team player.
It is physically challenging and you must engage in regular exercise to be a good
rifleman,” says Christoffer. (I-3)

It is both physically and mentally challenging. You must drag, slither and pull people
that are much heavier than yourself. It is necessary for you to be in good physical
shape, otherwise your back and your knees will break. (I-2)

Here, the constitutive norms signifying the Home Guard soldier reconnect to traditional soldierly
characteristics of mental and physical control, according to which the soldier is construed as
someone in control of their bodily responses rather than victim to them (see, for example, Stern
& Strand, 2022). Internally, such constructions highlight the Home Guard soldier as an equal
to the regular soldier, increasing the figure’s perceived status within the military institution - a
well-known struggle for reserve soldiers (see Connelly, 2020; Higate et al., 2021; Lomsky-Feder
et al,, 2008). However, characteristics such as “empathy” and “being nurturing” expand the
Home Guard-role beyond those traditional confines, presenting membership as more accessible
to outsiders while distancing the “new” SHG soldier from past ideas of the “old man shooting
in the woods” (R-2). This is further reflected in the SHG soldier being described as “anyone in
society” (SAF, 2023, 8 Feb) and as an “(un)extraordinary person” (SAF, 2024a), inviting literally
anyone to become part of the group, making military engagement non-exclusive to the
traditional soldier identity.
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Establishing the SHG as an accessible option is central to the recruitment of new members,
specifically due to the dual civilian-military identity of the Home Guard soldier. According
to SHG representatives, engagement in the organization must be perceived as do-able and
citizens must be made aware of how they can contribute to the defence of Sweden without
giving up their civilian job or identity (R-3). Further, those engaged in the SHG are described as
deeply committed to the task (R-3) and engagement is described as something lasting rather
than temporary:

We want those [recruits] who are willing to be part of this and engage in this for five
or ten years, maybe longer. Not just those willing to jump in when there is a crisis. But
those who ... have the right willingness to be part of this for a long time. (R-1)

Ask yourself if you’re ready to take the necessary responsibility. It is serious now and
you need to be aware of that the moment you step into the Home Guard. I have
informed my family that I might have to leave them if a critical situation occurs. (1-6)

Consequently, the communication construes the identity of the SHG-soldier with constitutive
norms of being both mentally and physically capable and of being committed to the main
social purpose of the group: to defend Sweden. Meanwhile, the communication also presents
cognitive models according to which the organization is welcoming and accessible to all (if one
is mentally and physically capable, that is). Presenting the SHG as a platform for individuals
seeking self-development, service in the Home Guard is further described as “an opportunity for
personal growth, individual responsibility offering a unique sense of community” (SAF, 2024q).

Perhaps the clearest illustration of identity (re-)construction is the “society’s soldiers” trope
introduced in a marketing campaign in 2023 (SAF, 2024a). Through this slogan, the SHG is
presented as the protector of Sweden and its values; by claiming to be composed of “society’s
soldiers”, meanwhile, the SHG is understood as representing a larger “we”, that of society,
thereby aligning the organization’s interests to those of the “home society” (Kimmel 2018).
Besides repeating the main social purpose for the organization - to protect Swedish society -
the trope also functions as a cognitive model that expands beyond the organization, influencing
external audiences to view the Home Guard as their defendants. This civilian-military
relationship is further developed in the SHG’s first official video commercial, in which images of
regular citizens at their civilian jobs are contrasted with images of the same individuals as SHG
soldiers. In the background, the following monologue plays:

We're like anyone else. We think about what to have for dinner. We do laundry and
leave the kids at school. We’re someone’s sister, brother, mother, or father. We go to
work and then we go home - and defend Sweden. We stand up for our democracy.
In peace and in war. Everywhere, always. (SAF, 2023, 8 Feb)

Here, the larger institutional directives to spread knowledge of the purpose and function of
the SAF is developed through the introduction of a collective identity of the SHG member as
a hybrid of civilian and soldier. By showing actual “society’s soldiers”, the commercial makes
relational comparisons between the Home Guard and Swedish society, between the civilians
and the soldier. However, the two are not presented as opposites; the Home Guard soldier is
presented, rather, with a dual identity, a “migrant” across civilian-military boundaries (Lomsky-
Feder et al., 2008) - at once a completely ordinary citizen and an extraordinary protector
of society. With that, the distinction between the two spheres weakens, again acting as a
strategy of accessibility. However, by also including norms such as importance, capabilities
and empathy in the communication, the SHG emphasizes the traditional role and status of the
soldier, ultimately opening the identity of soldier to anyone in society seeking camaraderie,
self-development or purpose.

THE HOME GUARD IDENTITY AND (TOTAL) DEFENCE WILLINGNESS

One may identify two general directions of identity work in SHG commmunication. Arguably, both
relate to issues of defence willingness.

First, the communication establishes a coherent identity for the SHG and its members. As
mentioned by the interviewees, the SHG are in the midst of an organizational change; the
organization’s rebranding must be done through both internal and external communication,
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where old norms and prejudices are replaced by those of an active, growing, and professional
force. With the formulation of collective goals and purposes, a stronger sense of “we” is
constructed, and the SHG is presented as an important organization to be part of, for Sweden
and for democracy. The external communication describing the SHG as an important part
of the active defence (echoing the SAF strategic narrative) also sends messages internally,
providing members with recognition and status. In doing so, membership becomes associated
with patriotic values such as duty, pride, and sacrifice. These communication efforts directly
connect to strategies of strengthening defence willingness, as the transboundary identity of
Home Guard personnel provides them with roles as ambassadors for the organization:

Within the Home Guard, ambassadorship has always been an important part and
will remain being important in order to recruit to the Home Guard units. That is,
that those who are involved [in the SHG] talk about our mission to others in their
surroundings and in that way creates an interest and engagement for others to
contribute. One example of how to use ambassadorship is what we call “uniform
at work day”, which is a day where active personnel in the Home Guard may wear
their [military] uniform at their civilian place of work. It usually generates a lot of
attention. (R-2, personal communication)

[ think that those who are already in the Home Guard, or who have joined, feel a
sense of pride and speak about [their engagement] in a different way with their
friends and acquaintances. When I look on social medig, like LinkedIn or whatever,
there are some who write like “Doctor” or “Lawyer every day”, and “Home Guard
soldier when necessary”. ... I think that you can recognize a pride in that, and that
also feeds engagement. (R-2)

This is in line with the other direction of identity work in SHG communication - namely, the
creation of a narrative in which engagement in the organization is seen as accessible to all,
rather than as something exclusive to the soldier. By expanding the boundaries of the soldier
identity and narrowing the gap between the in-group and out-groups, the SHG invites others
to join the group, presenting (active) defence willingness as something attainable. Further, the
SHG’s messaging serves to establish the organization as a natural part of the Swedish defence
while showing how anyone may join:

If you want to be part of the military defence in Sweden, even if you are a civilian,
then the Home Guard, if one is aware of it, makes a natural place to apply. (R-2)

Overall, I know that defence willingness exists in a lot of people. So, in many cases, to
be able to attract more people to [the SHG], you must try to trigger that willingness.
... And show them the way in, show them “this is a way to make something out of
your defence willingness, you have these possibilities, you can do these different
things”. (R-1)

Returning to the strategic doctrines, total defence is founded on the principle that the whole of
society is involved; informing the public of the function of the military defence in turn serves to
build support for the institution. Further, defence willingness, according to strategic doctrine, is
exhibited through commitment to defence organizations such as the Home Guard (SAF, 2022b,
p. 70). Hence, in the current phase of rebranding the SHG, the introduction of the new soldier
identity - society’s soldiers - is instrumental, as the interviewee notes above, for “triggering”
defence thinking and participation in Sweden (R-1). By presenting a new and modern image of
the Home Guard soldier, the SHG maintains certain traditional soldierly traits connoting duty
and honour, combining them with softer values such as attainability and self-development.
In doing so, broadening the meaning of the concept of defence willingness, the organization
“triggers” a willingness for military participation while presenting engagement in the Home
Guard as something honourable and accessible to every member of society.

And so, through their communication, the Swedish Home Guard both invites identification and
lowers the threshold for military engagement while informing the public of what is expected of
them in a time of increasing uncertainty. Thus, instead of separating soldiers from civilians, the
SHG merges the two under the rubric of “society’s soldiers”, echoing the overall political goal of
making defence willingness a societal concern.
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CONCLUSIONS

This study has aimed to contribute to our understanding of identity work in SHG communication
and how this relates to larger political and institutional interests of furthering (total) defence
willingness. As stated in SAF doctrine, defence willingness requires popular support and
positive attitudes towards defence efforts, manifesting itself through popular engagement in
total defence. In our study of the Swedish Home Guard, frequently seen as the epitome of
defence willingness realization, we have shown how the construction of different “desirable”
organizational identity traits influences these foundational elements of (total) defence
willingness. By describing itself and the soldiers protecting society as strong, committed,
and self-sacrificing, the SHG constructs a cohesive “we”-identity within the group, creating
organizational pride while reinforcing an understanding of the organization as necessary for
Swedish peace to both members and relational others. Further, by describing SHG members
with traditional soldierly traits such as mental and physical strength, and combining them with
norms of openness and friendliness, the organization widens the soldier identity to include
“anyone in society”, welcoming “(un)extraordinary” others to identify with them. Thus, with
collective identity work, the civilian-military organization actualizes the political strategies
of increasing (total) defence willingness by presenting defence engagement as something
desirable, doable, and necessary, narrowing the civilian-military gap.

Our study shows how a civilian-military organization such as the SHG plays a key role in
identity-building strategies seeking to strengthen the bonds between society and the defence
institution - something foundational for defence willingness. Thus, despite its limitations in
terms of empirical scope, we believe future research can draw on this study to probe the issue
of collective (and individual) identity and any effects they might have on the development of
total defence. Specifically, by focusing on the previously understudied Home Guard, we hope
our study can pave the way for research on the organization and its role in Swedish (total)
defence policy and organization. Future studies on the organization’s shifting role in society and
defence should include wider questions about popular support and trust, as well as perceptions
of the Home Guard among reqgular force members and civilian others.

Further, as our analysis is based on the controlled narratives and communication from the SHG
and SAF, a natural development would be to investigate “the other side”, focusing on what
is excluded rather than included, or to what extent organizational identification is embraced
by (current or prospective) members. This is particularly interesting in relation to the recently
decreasing numbers of applications and contract terminations: the organization evidently
has issues retaining both existing and potential recruits (SAF, 2023b, p. 14; 2024b, pp. 13-14).
Here, factors that motivate individuals to join or leave, and personal and social consequences
of serving in the Home Guard, become central with regard to strategies of retention and
recruitment and to (total) defence engagement and willingness in Sweden. Finally, to further
our understanding of identity formation and communication in (total) defence organizations,
future research would also benefit from cross-country comparisons -in the Nordic and Baltic
regions, for instance.
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