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It is widely believed that, with greater political and economic influence, emerging 

powers are increasingly playing larger roles within international institutions, ranging 

from global organisations, regional organisations, to various alternative platforms 

of minilateralism or coalition of the willing. Despite growing debates about the 

motivations of emerging powers when engaging in both new regional organisations 

and existing global institutions, there is limited research explaining this from the 

perspective of these nations. Hence, this article addresses this gap by studying the 

case of Vietnam’s multilateral diplomacy since 2021. The article adopts a 

qualitative research design, combining discourse analysis of official speeches, policy 

documents, and a case study of Vietnam’s participation in international and 

regional organisations following the new foreign policy direction of Viet Nam since 

2021. We argue that while Vietnam and other emerging powers share a common 

aspiration for a more multipolar and equitable international order, their multilateral 

strategies diverge according to distinct priorities and challenges. After its 13th 

National Congress in 2021, Vietnam’s foreign policy focuses on leveraging 

multilateral institutions to heighten the country's international influence and 

position. Aiming to become a regional leader, Viet Nam has been more proactive 

in leading ASEAN’s agenda and pathways forward, advancing its convening 

capacity, and acting as a linchpin between ASEAN and regional and international 

organisations. While at the global level, Viet Nam is stepping up as a sectoral 

leader, focusing on new fields and domains of global governance to shape a 

conducive future for its national development path. 

Introduction 

The post-World War II international order is at a critical inflexion point, as the rise of emerging 
countries is shifting the global balance of power and exerting pressure on the reform of global 
institutions. These nations - many of which hold different values and foreign policy approaches from 
the status quo powers - are contributing to a more complex, multipolar world by expanding their 
roles in international institutions, proposing alternative norms, and initiating both regional and 
global partnerships. They aim to modify and reshape the global system in ways that better reflect 
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their interests, but not overthrow it. At the same time, the international system after WWII is facing 
an existential crisis. As the United Nations and the Bretton Woods bodies struggle to address global 
challenges amid a new phase of geopolitical rivalry, countries are increasingly pushing their national 
interests through diversifying partners, supply chains, and also new coalitions and cooperations. 

These developments have significantly increased the complexity and divergence of the international 
system, placing many emerging and middle powers in a strategic dilemma, especially those whose 
foreign policy frameworks rely heavily on multilateralism, globalisation, and international law to 
advance their national interests. In response, most of these countries have chosen to engage with 
both old and new kinds of institutions, from traditional global organisations and regional 
frameworks, to more flexible, selective coalitions. However, their objectives, priorities, and policies 
might differ, reflecting distinct national strategies and geopolitical considerations. 

This article aims to deepen the understanding and explain emerging powers’ engagement in 
international institutions through the case of Vietnam. In recent years, Vietnam has emerged as an 
emerging power, underpinned by sustained economic growth and major diplomatic achievements, 
especially in multilateral front. We argue that while Vietnam and other emerging powers share a 
common aspiration for a more multipolar and equitable international order, their multilateral 
strategies diverge according to distinct priorities and challenges. Hence, Vietnam chose to 
proactively engage in international institutions at all levels to maintain a stable and predictable 
external environment for its development while also capturing opportunities to play a greater role in 
global governance, especially in emerging domains. 

The article will begin by synthesising key characteristics of emerging powers’ foreign policies to 
develop an analytical framework for understanding their engagement in international organisations 
and institutions. It will then apply this framework to analyse the main orientations of Vietnam’s 
multilateral foreign policy in the 2021–2025 period, using policy analysis and three case studies: (i) 
Vietnam’s participation in the United Nations, (ii) its engagement with ASEAN, and (iii) its 
involvement in new international institutions. 

A Theoretical Framework of Emerging Powers’ Multilateral Diplomacy 

The Concept of “Emerging Power” 

Although there is no formal definition of “emerging powers,” the term is commonly used to describe 
countries that possess significant economic strength, expanding military capabilities, and growing 
political influence, along with the ability to shape the international order at regional or global levels 
(Fonseca et al., 2016). Two core elements are essential in defining an emerging power. Since the term 
is closely associated with “emerging economy,” an emerging power is, first and foremost, a country 
undergoing rapid economic growth, expanding its role in global markets, and striving toward 
developed-country status (Fonseca et al., 2016). Secondly, the term implies that these countries are 
seeking greater influence and a more prominent position in the international system - pursuing 
recognition of regional spheres of influence and increased legitimacy within both formal and 
informal international institutions (Fonseca et al., 2016). 

One of the most notable characteristics of 21st-century emerging powers - such as the BRICS 
countries - is that they do not belong to the U.S.-led alliance system and often hold different 
perspectives on values, international legal norms, and global governance (Maglia et al., 2024). As a 
result, their efforts to expand their influence within the international system - though varying in 
intensity - inevitably challenge established powers and exert substantial pressure for reform on the 
status quo order.  

This feature also differentiates today’s emerging countries from traditional middle powers or second-
tier states. Besides that, emerging powers are usually status-quo regional actors gaining influence in 
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global politics, drawing on economic growth, demographic weight, and political ambition. What 
distinguishes them from established middle powers (e.g., Italy, Canada) is that the former, despite 
significant regional economic roles and demands for fairer representation in institutions like the UN, 
WTO, G20, or BRICS, remain younger and less stable democracies, constrained by inequality and 
not yet engines of the global economy. (Esteves et al., 2024). Another definition often mentioned in 
emerging powers’ discussion is “global swing states”, by analogy with the U.S. domestic swing states. 
They wield outsized influence relative to their size, promising disproportionate geopolitical returns. 
Unlike other emerging or middle powers, they combine significant economic, diplomatic, and 
geopolitical weight with multi-alignment to maintain ties with the U.S., China, and Russia, while also 
pursuing rule changes, exercising regional dominance, and possessing the leverage to shape the 
future international order (Fontaine and McKinley, 2025). 

The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace defines emerging countries as those experiencing 
a significant rise in economic power, coupled with the ability to convert that economic weight into 
political influence on the global stage (Chivvis and Geaghan-Breiner, 2024). Although many of them 
may be classified as middle powers from the Global South, these countries do not align with the 
conventional middle power grouping, which typically refers to countries such as South Korea, Japan, 
and Germany (Chivvis and Geaghan-Breiner, 2024). This article adopts this definition from the 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. Accordingly, the term “emerging powers” refers not 
to a single nation but to a group of states - most notably the BRICS, followed by the Next Eleven 
(O’Neill, 2018).1 

Emerging Powers and Multilateralism 

On the global stage, emerging countries are increasingly regarded as “new influentials” from the 
Global South as they seek to enhance their constructed power and challenge the influence of status 
quo powers in shaping the international system. (Soares De Lima and Hirst, 2006). However, in 
doing so, they recognise that they are still unable to dominate the global governance structure 
unilaterally. As a result, they strategically leverage alliances, groupings, and institutions to maximize 
their impact and gain access to institutional power. Engagement with international organisations 
thus becomes a vital component of their foreign policy, often pursued along three main lines. 

First, emerging countries uphold the rules-based international order, generally accepting the 
existing structures and frameworks of global governance. Over the last 80 years, as developing 
countries have become more integrated into and benefited from the liberal international system, they 
have all developed an interest in securing an order based on laws and rules that allows fair treatment 
and free trade among countries. Middle powers utilise multilateral forums to secure a “seat at the 
table”, ensuring they are not excluded by major bilateral agreements while gaining cost-effective 
leverage against larger economies. Global organisations, like the WTO, also provide essential dispute 
settlement mechanisms based on the principle of fair treatment among nations. This is a crucial 
remedy in a world of asymmetric power, which is why these middle countries urgently advocate for 
the upholding of the rules-based system (Viola, 2025). Their participation and support for this status 
quo order is also driven by a desire to enhance their international credibility and influence by acting 
as responsible global stakeholders, complying with established frameworks (Kahler, 2013).  

Second, despite that, emerging powers often challenge the Western-dominated system that shapes 
the creation and enforcement of those norms, which is usually the core of their agenda when 
practising multilateral diplomacy (Kenkel and Destradi, 2019). This position stems from a strong 
demand for inclusive participation in global governance processes. They advocate reform of 
decision-making mechanisms in status quo institutions, while leading in emerging fields of global 

                                                
1 The Next Eleven (or N-11) refers to the eleven countries, namely Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, the 
Philippines, South Korea, Türkiye, and Vietnam, that were identified by Goldman Sachs investment bank as having a high potential of 
becoming the world's largest economies in the 21st century.  
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its commitment to deeper integration into the global economy and political system, along with efforts 
to enhance its contributions to international organisations. This policy envisions Vietnam as a 
responsible member of the international community and represents a strategic breakthrough - 
treating international integration as a key driver for ushering the country into a new phase of 
development. By upholding a rules-based international order and embodying the role of a “good 
international citizen,” Vietnam seeks to navigate the volatile global environment of the current 
transition period while safeguarding its national interests.  

In the process of implementing this policy vision, however, Vietnam will likely face several 
challenges. First, there are limitations in the country’s internal capacity that may hinder the 
execution of its strategic objectives. Effective participation in international institutions requires 
significant economic power, as well as immense investment in both financial and human resources. 
Hence, if Vietnam is unable to elevate its economic standing in the global hierarchy, its international 
influence and legitimacy could be overshadowed by other emerging powers that are also seeking 
enhanced global prestige. 

Second, new trends in global politics present external obstacles. The growing divergence in the 
international system has eroded trust in multilateralism, weakened the effectiveness of international 
organisations, and undermined respect for international law. This fragmentation poses serious 
difficulties for emerging powers like Vietnam, which rely on these mechanisms to promote their 
national interests. Moreover, strategic competition among major powers is likely to increase the 
pressure on Vietnam strategy of balancing and multi-aligning. These dynamics complicate Vietnam’s 
efforts to assume greater international responsibilities and engage credibly with new institutions. 

Nonetheless, Vietnam has previously demonstrated an ability to turn difficulties into opportunities, 
such as when it used the crisis to promote innovative diplomatic strategies and raise its global profile 
during COVID-19. Looking ahead, it will be essential for Vietnam to position itself consistently as a 
proactive contributor to the rules-based international order, particularly in the domains of trade and 
economic integration. This includes a more active role in institutional reform processes that are 
reshaping global governance, especially within ASEAN, the United Nations, and the World Trade 
Organisation. 

In parallel, Vietnam must make forward-looking strategic investments to establish itself as a leader 
in emerging issue areas. To that end, niche diplomacy should become a cornerstone of Viet Nam’s 
engagement in international institutions by 2030, serving as a practical means to support the 
implementation of both the 2021–2030 Socio-Economic Development Strategy and the 2030 
Foreign Policy Strategy (Vu, 2020). By channelling its efforts into areas where it holds comparative 
advantages, such as climate change, cybersecurity, and gender equality, Vietnam can punch above 
its weight, amplifying its voice in international forums and contributing to the balance of power and 
institutional development within multilateral organisations. 

Conclusion 

From Vietnam’s perspective, actively and diversely engaging in international organisations is vital to 
advancing its broader national interests. Vietnam recognises that, in this period of global 
transformation, failing to adapt to international trends and seize opportunities for a greater 
leadership role may result in the loss of critical momentum to elevate itself to a more favourable 
position over the next one or two decades. In this context, the risk of falling behind is more pressing 
than ever. Hence, such engagement should be viewed as a key effort in advancing the country’s 
standing and influence in emerging issues to serve the national long-term development strategy.  

This article examines Vietnam’s engagement across three key institutional levels - ASEAN (regional), 
the United Nations (global), and newly established multilateral platforms (flexible coalition). It 
demonstrates that each level of institution poses a different strategic meaning to the country’s 
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foreign policy. Vietnam shares with other emerging powers such as India, Brazil, Saudi Arabia, and 
Türkiye a common aspiration to safeguard strategic autonomy, advance national interests, and 
reposition themselves as the next rule-maker generation. Like these states, Vietnam do not seek to 
overturn the existing system, and relies on multilateral institutions as both platforms for influence 
and safeguards for the external environment’s stability.  

Yet Vietnam’s multilateral policy is distinctive in its clear priorities. The empirical evidences show 
that Vietnam’s pursuit greater leading role in multilateral organisations through contributing to 
emerging international norms and governance frameworks. It places ASEAN at the heart of its 
strategy of pursuing international influence in order to shape a broad future of regional cooperation 
and architecture. Meanwhile, Viet Nam’s engagement in the United Nations and new institutes 
reflects its goals of play greater role in emerging fields of global governance. By contrast, India 
emphasises strategic non-alignment, Brazil seeks a global co-architect role, and Saudi Arabia and 
Türkiye pursue pragmatic autonomy tied to regime survival and ambitious domestic reform agendas.  

Looking forward, multilateral diplomacy will remain a central pillar of Vietnam’s foreign policy. The 
country will continue not only to adapt to ongoing global shifts, but also to seek a more proactive 
role in shaping the rules, norms, and institutions that will define the future international order. In 
doing so, Vietnam aspires to position itself not just as a participant, but as a constructive contributor 
and a responsible leader within an increasingly complex and contested global system. 
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