
Introduction  

Globalization has given increased welfare and in-
creased movement of services, people and goods 
between Norway and other countries. Media, 
Internet and increased mobility of people have 
made the world seem smaller, compressing time 
and space and bringing us closer to events far away. 
However, globalization has also contributed to the 
development and awareness of threats and conflicts 
new and old in other parts of the world. Events 
that used to be distant have come closer to us 
through the interconnectedness of the world. The 
new and enhanced awareness of threats to Norwe-
gian security, as well as the increased proximity of 
external threats, has had an impact on how we un-
derstand Norwegian security. Globalization of the 
economy; complex and interlinked global technolo-
gies and infrastructures; increased mobility due to 
wars, crises, disasters or just tourism; environ-
mental changes; spreading of pandemic disease; un-
controlled spread of weapons of mass destruction; 
and global networks organizing terrorism or crimi-
nal activities – all entail changes that can affect the 
vulnerability of society as well as the trust and co-
hesion that holds a society together. Even though 
an increasing number of hazards and threats against 
the Norwegian society are global in character, they 
hit locally.  

This policy brief discusses societal security and 
globalization in the Norwegian setting. First, we 
reiterate the main characteristics of societal secu-
rity as presented in earlier Policy Briefs (see PRIO 
Policy Briefs 2/2007 & 5/2007), focusing on the 
meaning of the term ‘societal security’ (samfunns-
sikkerhet) in official Norwegian documents that 
deal with the concept. Thereafter, we will discuss 
the evolution of the concept of societal security 
that has accompanied a new generation of crises or 

threats of a globalized character. Finally, we will 
discuss a number of dilemmas that grow out of this 
new constellation of threats and societal security. 

The Broad, Narrow and Political Scope of 
Societal Security 

The concept of societal security is not connected 
to any specific scenario or threat. It embraces all 
possible risks and hazards that the Norwegian soci-
ety could face, though the term is given different 
content by different users. One example of a defini-
tion of societal security is given in Parliamentary 
Communication nr. 17 (2002) Societal Security: The 
Path to a Less Vulnerable Society. Here, societal secu-
rity is defined as: 

the society’s ability to maintain critical so-
cial functions, to protect the life and health 
of the citizens and to meet the citizens’ ba-
sic requirements in a variety of stress situa-
tions.  

Societal security is delimited and defined differently 
in the official documents dealing with the concept. 
The broad approach to societal security deals with the 
Norwegian society’s relationship to all type of 
threats and hazards. The difficulties with such an 
approach, however, are that it contains everything 
that is related to safety in society, and is therefore 
difficult to grasp and use. Furthermore, the broad 
approach does not distinguish between the pros-
pect of extraordinary crisis and everyday crisis. 

The narrow approach to societal security is more de-
limited and specific, focusing on the society’s rela-
tionship to crisis situations that have a larger scope 
and demand more available resources than every-
day crises. The limitations of this approach are that 
it can result in too great a focus on worst-case sce-
narios, with too many resources being used on 
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low-probability emergencies. It thus appeals to 
broader forms of political engagement, and relies 
more heavily on the public discourse of possible 
threats. 

It is generally agreed that opening up questions of 
societal security to political debate is an essential 
part of the democratic process. At the same time, 
the politicization of threat assessment also intro-
duces an increased focus on the uncertainty that is 
connected to these types of threats. For those con-
cerned with the reality of threat, this is a distrac-
tion; for those concerned with the social and politi-
cal dimensions of security, the uncertainty and the 
power of its perception are the very heart of the 
matter. The political approach towards societal secu-
rity focuses on that the scope and nature of societal 
security is not set, and that these will vary in ac-
cordance with both crises that occur and political 
discourse. 

Societal Security Is Both a Characteristic of 
Society and Something That Is Done  

Societal security is used with different meaning and 
whether societal security is an object of the world 
or a construct is not debated in the official docu-
ments. The most common usage of the concept in 
official documents is that societal security is a char-
acteristic of the society itself. This characteristic is 
found in the dichotomy of resilience and vulnerability. 
The more robust the society, the better is the so-
cietal security. This deduction of the concept is of-
ten related to critical infrastructure and its vulner-
ability.  

The concept of societal security is also used to de-
scribe something that the members of the given 
society do. Societal security is something that we can 
achieve and something that can be improved through 
better analysis, through reorganization of crisis 
management and through having access to sufficient 
recourses in a crisis situation. 

Societal Security Is a Set of Values and 
Perceptions  

While these first two approaches regard societal 
security as an ability or a state that is ‘out there’, 
something that can be reduced or increased, the 
third aspect of the term considers societal security 
as shared values and perceptions of the members of 
the society. Within this approach, societal security 
is regarded as an internal and subjective state or as-
sessment. This deduction of the term is related to 
what people in the society regard as important to 
protect – for example, critical infrastructure and 

important services within the society, such as 
health, welfare, democracy and human rights. 

Although societal security is used in these different 
senses, the various meanings can be seen as com-
plementary: societal security is simultaneously a 
characteristic of society, something that is done, 
and related to values and feeling of being secure. 
Nevertheless, this does not mean that the relation 
between how a society can handle a threat and 
perceptions of the same threat within that society 
are necessarily matched. If the focus is only held on 
security as an objective characteristic within soci-
ety, important basic assumptions behind the secu-
rity assessments of different threats will not be 
questioned. It is values that determine which sec-
tors or services within the society that are re-
garded as important to protect. When some parts 
of the infrastructure in the society are defined as 
‘critical’, this judgement is based on the values that 
determine what is assessed as being important to 
protect. Vulnerability assessments cannot be car-
ried out without seeing the object of protection in 
relation to specific threats. The type of threat that 
is focused on will be a result of perceptions of 
threats, public discourses and values related to 
what is seen as important to protect.  

Official documents from the Norwegian authorities 
that deal with societal security mainly treat societal 
security as an objective characteristic of the society 
that can be improved with better crisis manage-
ment organization and security measures. Little at-
tention is given to the society’s perceptions of 
threats and the values on which perceptions of so-
cietal security are based. Much of the research that 
is incorporated within official documents on socie-
tal security comes from the critical infrastructure 
(BAS) projects at the Norwegian Defence Research 
Establishment (FFI). These projects focus on techni-
cal or engineering approaches to risk and threat. 
This has led to few discussions on the perceived 
security or insecurity of society, or on how differ-
ent groups in the society perceive security. 

Although it is acknowledge in official Norwegian 
documents that the scope of societal security is not 
given and that there is a political dimension to the 
content of the term, there has been little examina-
tion of why protecting the Norwegian society 
against some threats is regarded as important, while 
others are left out. This becomes even more evi-
dent in a globalized risk landscape. In a global 
world, some conflicts and crises are regarded as 
being relevant for Norwegian security, while others 
are not. 



Globalization of Threat Has Become More 
Important for Societal Security 

In most industrialized countries, the end of the 
Cold War led to a change in the security focus, 
marking a shift from preparedness for war to an 
increasing focus on civil society’s own vulnerability and 
security. This was also the case for the Norwegian 
society. The Cold War had steered the security 
agenda into a rather narrow understanding of secu-
rity where the military was the main security pro-
vider in the society, protecting the nation-state 
from the threat of a war declared by another state, 
primarily the Soviet Union. During the 1990`s the 
threat landscape was not as clear, and when the 
Vulnerability Commission was established in 1999, 
its mandate was to describe the landscape of threat 
that society was facing and to describe how identi-
fied vulnerabilities could be reduced. It was the 
Vulnerability commission that introduced the con-
cept of societal security in the Norwegian official 
documents, and the commission concluded on that 
since the threat landscape was unclear and changing 
the security focus should be on making a robust 
society that could handle different crisis and 
threats. Globalization was an important element in 
the new risk landscape. The Commission claimed 
that society had become more vulnerable, in part 
because of the interdependency and complexity of 
critical infrastructure, and that crises and catastro-
phes had become globalized.  

As pointed out above, the content of societal secu-
rity has a social and political dimension, and un-
wanted crises and threats will influence the meaning 
of the term. A number of events have led the au-
thorities to make changes to what is emphasized 
within the concept. Some of these can be seen as a 
consequence of globalization – for example, the 
terrorist attacks in the USA of 11 September 2001 
and certain aspects of the Indian Sea tsunami disas-
ter of 2005. 

Insecurity from Terrorism 

The threat of terrorism has become more impor-
tant for the meaning of the concept of societal se-
curity. Although the Vulnerability Commission did 
look at terrorism, the events of 11 September 2001 
caused Norwegian authorities to further increase 
the focus on that the Norwegian society needed to 
be prepared for such a type of threat. The subse-
quent increased focus on terrorism has led to so-
cietal security being seen more in relation to pro-
tecting central values in society, such as human 
rights and democracy.  

The threat of terrorism has also provided support 
for a reorganization of the structure and mandate 
of Norwegian defence arrangements. Traditionally, 
Norwegian defence was based on the concept of 
‘total defence’, whereby civil society would support 
the Norwegian armed forces with civil recourses in 
a war or crisis situation. The new threat landscape 
and the focus on terrorism has resulted in changes to 
the ‘total defence’ concept, and the focus has now 
shifted to how the military can support civil society 
in a crisis situation. The relationship between socie-
tal security and military security has essentially been 
inverted.  

The increased focus on terrorism in relation to 
Norwegian societal security shows how important 
perceptions of threats are to societal security. To a 
great extent, the threat of terrorism is the result of per-
ceptions based on media and political discourse about 
the threat. In official documents, terrorism is 
treated as an objective threat against which society 
needs to be protected, and considerable resources 
are spent on terrorism prevention, both nationally 
and internationally. This is done despite that the 
risk of a terrorist incident is regarded as being low 
by Norwegian authorities. 

Insecurity from Natural Disaster 

The threat of climate change, which is global in na-
ture, was not examined by the Vulnerability Com-
mission. Global warming increases the risk of natu-
ral disasters than can harm Norwegian society or 
Norwegians abroad. The 2005 Indian Sea tsunami 
showed that Norwegian crisis management needs 
to be prepared to handle crisis in countries other 
than Norway. Global tourism placed Norwegians at 
the heart of the disaster, and globalized media 
brought the devastation to Norwegian homes, lead-
ing to criticism of emergency response management 
in Norway, along with organizational changes in the 
emergency administration. According to the Com-
mission appointed to investigate the tsunami catas-
trophe, Norwegians travelling abroad and Norwe-
gian interests in other parts of the world can be 
harmed by local crisis. Thus, emergency manage-
ment structures in Norway need to be prepared 
for crises in the form of natural disaster, terrorism 
and serious outbreaks of infectious disease where 
Norwegians or Norwegian interests can be in-
volved. 

Norwegian Societal Security Is No Longer 
Limited to Norwegian Society  

The Vulnerability Commission was mainly con-
cerned with preventing events that might strike at 
vulnerabilities in the Norwegian society, first and 



 

foremost those connected with the organization of 
crisis administration and critical infrastructure. 
Since the Commission’s report, awareness of global 
trends has intensified and Norwegian societal secu-
rity has become more dependent upon interna-
tional security. Globalized threats like international 
terrorism and crime, the spread of weapons of 
mass destruction and climate change are recognized 
as important in the Norwegian risk landscape, and 
these threats cannot be managed by Norwegian 
authorities alone. Crisis and threats in other parts of 
the world can have consequences for Norway’s security, 
and Norway might face a crisis where resources 
from others countries are needed. This has led to 
an acknowledgement that work on societal security 
cannot be limited to Norwegian society. In Parlia-
mentary Communication no. 39 (2003–2004), Socie-
tal Security and Civil–Military Cooperation, the Nor-
wegian government placed emphasis on interna-
tional aspects of work with societal security in the 
future. To make Norwegian society safer, the 
Norwegian government wants to contribute to 
peace and stability internationally through conflict-
reduction activities and support for economic and 
social development abroad – an approach that ef-
fectively legitimizes the use of Norwegian military 
forces in other regions of the world.  

Norwegian Societal Security Is Dependent 
on Crisis Prevention Both Locally and 
Abroad. 

Although the Norwegian authorities have acknowl-
edged that Norwegian security can only be 
achieved through international cooperation and 
crisis prevention, efforts to address societal secu-
rity must be based on the three principles of re-
sponsibility, equivalence and subsidiary; crises 
should be managed at the lowest possible level of 
the Norwegian emergency management, by those 
who ordinarily have responsibility in the relevant 
area, and that the crisis organization should be as 
equal as possible to the every-day organization. 
This shows that Norwegian authorities recognize 
that societal security is a complex matter, and that 
it is not enough to work on one level of a society 

to achieve societal security. 

The Vulnerability Commission argued for the estab-
lishment of a new Crisis and Emergency depart-
ment that would have overall responsibility for 
safety and security in Norway, a suggestion that 
was not followed up in later official positions. 
However, The Directorate for Civil Protection and 
Emergency Planning (DSB) has been given special 
responsibility for societal security in Norway. The 
rejection of the centralization of the Norwegian 
emergency management in one department indi-
cates that the Norwegian authorities do not want 
to centralize crisis management, but to maintain the 
principles of subsidiary, responsibility and equiva-
lence. 

Conclusion 

Globalization has had a significant impact on what 
are regarded as possible threats to societal security 
in Norway. During the last few years, a number of 
crises have reinforced the impression that society 
must be prepared for challenges of a global nature. 
The threat of international terrorism and the Asian 
tsunami disaster are examples of globalized threats 
that have had an impact not only on society itself 
but also on the evolution of the notions of security 
in general and societal security in particular. Nor-
wegian authorities have acknowledged that the 
Norwegian threat landscape is partly a result of 
Norway’s participation in a globalized world. 
Threats with a global character – for example, ter-
rorism – is seen as objective threats to the society, 
and official Norwegian documents do not question 
the perceptions, value sets and political discourses 
on which ideas of societal security are based. 
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