
Cogent Social Sciences

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/oass20

What are Sub-National Island Jurisdictions?

Steffen Eriksen, Bert Scholtens & Stephanie Werleman

To cite this article: Steffen Eriksen, Bert Scholtens & Stephanie Werleman (2025) What
are Sub-National Island Jurisdictions?, Cogent Social Sciences, 11:1, 2450294, DOI:
10.1080/23311886.2025.2450294

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2025.2450294

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

View supplementary material 

Published online: 15 Jan 2025.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 316

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=oass20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/oass20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/23311886.2025.2450294
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2025.2450294
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/23311886.2025.2450294
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/23311886.2025.2450294
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=oass20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=oass20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/23311886.2025.2450294?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/23311886.2025.2450294?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/23311886.2025.2450294&domain=pdf&date_stamp=15%20Jan%202025
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/23311886.2025.2450294&domain=pdf&date_stamp=15%20Jan%202025
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=oass20


Politics & international relations | research article

Cogent SoCial SCienCeS
2025, Vol. 11, no. 1, 2450294

What are Sub-National Island Jurisdictions?

steffen eriksena , Bert scholtensa,b  and stephanie Werlemana,c 
aDepartment of Finance, University of groningen, groningen, the netherlands; bSchool of Management, University of St 
andrews, Scotland; cDepartment of Research and Policy evaluation, Central Bank of aruba, oranjestad, aruba

ABSTRACT
there is no consensus about the definition and classification of sub-national island 
Jurisdictions (sniJs). this may conflate academic and policy analysis and misguide 
policies to advance development. We review existing definitions and classifications of 
sniJs and systematically analyze the criteria used in different studies. our study finds 
several inconsistencies in existing lists of entities labelled as sniJs. this shows it may be 
helpful to arrive at common ground as to what might constitute an sniJ. We suggest 
to define an sniJ as a non-sovereign populated island territory that possesses some 
degree of autonomy in a partnership with a parent state. sniJs have their own identity 
and culture, which are distinct from the parent state. they often are former colonies 
and may freely move towards independence. this definition can be used as a starting 
point for further analysis and of sniJs that can help study them and design policies 
that address their challenges.

1.  Introduction

over the past decades, many islands and archipelagos undergoing decolonization have opted not to 
pursue full independence (armstrong & read, 2021; Grydehøj, 2016). instead, many have become more 
or less autonomous sub-national island Jurisdictions (sniJs) (see Baldacchino and Milne (2009b)). these 
are islands that are in a dependent relationship with a parent state while possessing some degree of 
domestic autonomy.

there is no clear or generally accepted classification of sniJs. Different authors can have different 
purposes for their studies and analysis which might require another definition. however, we find that the 
purposes are not always clearly defined. consequently, it is hard to validate and replicate such studies. 
if studies after sniJs are not clear about the exact purpose and do not clearly describe what is important 
to decide whether or not to classify an island as an sniJ it is not possible to validate and replicate such 
studies. in the words of hein (2004), ‘no programme can be meaningful, operational and monitorable if 
it is not clear what specific countries are being considered’ (p. 4). this can be regarded as a cause for 
concern, as research about sniJs is urgently required given the unique economic and developmental 
challenges they face, such as hampered environmental sustainability resulting from their (over)depen-
dence on the tourism sector (see armstrong & read, 2020, 2021). We are concerned that research using 
existing lists of sniJs might result in biases and can lack both internal and external validity due to the 
sometimes vague and inconsistent qualification of entities as sniJs.

We find that the various lists of sniJs for a significant part result from the lack of a consistent and 
well-constructed description of what is regarded as a sniJ as well from the fact that the objective of the 
analysis of studying sniJs is not transparent (see, e.g. Gerring (2012) and caramani (2009)). Furthermore, 
we observe that the studies are not consistently applying what they suggest is their definition of sniJs. 
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therefore, this paper will investigate whether studies consistently apply the descriptions provided and 
suggest a definition for sniJs, which marks a first step towards establishing a consistent classification 
(and hence listing) of sniJs.

We critically reflect on the literature by conducting an in-depth analysis of existing classifications. We 
investigate whether the lists of sniJs can be replicated and try to find what is behind the differences 
and similarities between the existing classifications. Furthermore, we try to replicate the entities assigned 
as an sniJ in the different studies. We establish that studies are not very clear about what is an sniJ and 
that they do not consistently apply their definitions. therefore, we think it is useful to come up with a 
description of sniJs that focuses on the key identifying factors. Furthermore, we suggest defining an sniJ 
as a non-sovereign populated island territory that possesses some degree of autonomy in a partnership 
with a parent state. sniJs have their own identity and culture, which are distinct from the parent state. 
they often are former colonies and may freely move towards independence. this definition can be used 
as a starting point for further analysis and of sniJs that can help study them and design policies that 
address their challenges.

the case of sniJs is seldom discussed in the literature (armstrong et  al., 1998; armstrong & read, 
1994, 2000, 2021). if it comes to islands, most of the attention is reserved for small island Developing 
states (siDs). this is a group of island states facing similar social, economic, and environmental vulnera-
bilities. they consist of 38 Un members and 20 non-Un members. however, it is unlikely to assume that 
results for siDs automatically hold for sniJs too. Petzold and ratter (2019) argue that the extensive 
attention to siDs and the generalization of findings about these states to all other islands, including 
sniJs, risks an incomplete and maybe incorrect understanding of island-specific factors. treating sniJs as 
siDs can lead to the misconception that all islands are the same or, as Watts (2009, p. 27) writes, ‘the 
fallacy of assuming that there is a single universal ‘best model’ for all islands’. although siDs and sniJs 
share similarities (both categories contain islands), fundamental differences exist. in particular, sniJs are 
non-sovereign1 entities (University of Prince edward island, 2019). this means that sniJs can get struc-
tural support from the parent state, such as military defense assurance, access to international capital 
markets, natural disaster relief, and social welfare assistance. in contrast, siDs do not (or no longer) have 
such ties with a parent state. Moreover, Mcelroy and Pearce (2006) and armstrong and read (1995, 2000) 
find that sniJs are economically more advanced socially more progressive, and demographically more 
mature than siDs. compared to siDs, sniJs are understudied and poorly understood, leading to potential 
misinterpretation of island-specific factors (e.g. the application of policy implications of studies con-
ducted on siDs to sniJs without considering sovereignty) (Grydehøj, 2016; Grydehøj et  al., 2021).

the aim of this study is to critically reflect upon the existing studies that describe and/or define sniJs 
and to suggest a practical definition of sniJs for the academic and policy debate. to this extent, the 
remainder of this paper is structured as follows: section 2 discusses the existing literature that defines 
and classifies sniJs. section 3 describes the methods and materials applied. section 4 presents the 
results. Finally, section 5 concludes.

2.  Existing studies

this section discusses the literature that defines and classifies sniJs. During this process, we also need 
to pay attention to the ‘Partially independent territories’ (Pits), as some scholars (e.g. Ferdinand et  al. 
(2020) and Korson et  al. (2020)) regard these as equivalent to sniJs. however, we want to point out that 
the focus of this paper is not on Pits because its definition goes beyond islands and rezvani (2014) 
includes several non-islands. consequently, we will show that the view of Ferdinand et  al. (2020) and 
Korson et  al. (2020) is not correct. next, we report the criteria used to arrive at a classification of sniJs.

Baldacchino (2010) and the institute of island studies (n.d.) describe sniJs as non-sovereign islands. 
they are physically cut off from the parent state and have some degree of internal autonomy. Furthermore, 
they are sub-national and somehow associated with a parent state. they have a different society and 
culture. Furthermore, Baldacchino (2010) and the institute of island studies (n.d.) point out that the cit-
izens of sniJs usually support local politicians who are neither integrationist nor sovereigntist. the status 
as an sniJ suits the interest of the island and, sometimes, also that of the parent state. in addition, the 
institute of island studies states that most sniJs do not wish to seek complete sovereignty or lose their 
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autonomous power(s). this is likely related to having a ‘safety net’ and sufficient local power, as noted 
by Baldacchino and Milne (2009a; p. 4): ‘the grant of sub-national island Jurisdictional status (sniJ) typ-
ically confers a solid safety net supported by a parent state, while permitting enough discretion to safe-
guard national identity, local culture and the general exercise of local power’. according to stuart (2009), 
this degree of local power varies significantly across the sniJs, ranging from being significantly limited 
to having a broad degree of autonomy.

on the other hand, Watts (2009) provides a more narrow and broken-down description of sniJs. in 
their paper, sniJs are characterized as islands or groups of islands that possess a combination of 
self-governance while being in a political partnership. however, Watts (2009) does not consider islands 
with non-constitutional or informal arrangements, indigenous island-based communities with a degree 
of sovereignty within another state, and islands in open confrontation or contestation with the parent 
state to be sniJs.

similar to Watts (2009), Ferdinand et  al. (2020) also provide a broken-down definition of sniJs and 
indicate clearly which entities are excluded. they view sniJs as primarily small island nations that were 
previously colonized and that are non-sovereign but in a relationship with the parent state (i.e. the for-
mer colonial power). Moreover, they consider sniJs to be islands that have a say in their future sover-
eignty status, i.e. they are free to move to independence if they want to. therefore, islands that are not 
former colonies and do not possess the free choice towards independence are not classified as sniJs by 
Ferdinand et  al. (2020).

it shows that the scholars disagree about the specific characterization of sniJs. therefore, the criteria 
used in each study will be investigated in detail below. the investigation also includes the study of 
rezvani (2014), who came up with the notion of partially independent territories (Pits). these are con-
ceptualized and defined by rezvani (2014, p. 21–22) as ‘(1) nationalistically distinct entities that are (2) 
constitutionally unincorporated into the core state with which they (3) divide and share sovereign power’. 
Ferdinand et  al. (2020) and Korson et  al. (2020) refer to Pits as sniJs when reviewing the sniJ literature 
and regard the two as synonyms. Given the fact that rezvani’s definition of Pits does not include the 
‘island dimension’, we argue this view is incorrect. We will also show this in the results section.

table 1 provides an overview of the key features of the studies that investigate sniJs and Pits. it 
shows that the amount of sniJs identified varies considerably: the institute of island studies (n.d.) iden-
tifies 119, stuart (2009) 116, Watts (2009) 89, and Ferdinand et  al. (2020) 40 sniJs, whereas rezvani 
(2014) identified 66 Pits.

Table 1. existing studies that identified Sub-national island Jurisdictions (and Partially independent territories).
Study (Year) Definition (or criteria) used SniJs

institute of island 
Studies (n.d.)

‘these are populated, sub-national, island territories with a degree of shared rule with some metropolitan 
power; as well as a degree of self-rule over at least one of the four policy areas that the project will 
focus on’.

119

Stuart (2009) Stuart (2009) followed the SniJ database provided by the institute of island Studies (n.d.). therefore, we 
assume that the same criteria apply.

116

Watts (2009) ‘thus, all together at last 89 islands or sets of islands are involved in some combination of autonomous 
self-government combined with formal collaboration in a wider political partnership. these comprise: 22 
islands as fully fledged constituent units in federations, 10 island federacies, three island associate states, 
18 islands with some form of constitutional home rule, 36 islands involved in one or more of CaRiCoM, 
the nordic Council, SaaRC, aSean, and the Commonwealth not already included in the preceding 
categories’. (Watts, 2009, p. 23)

89

Ferdinand et  al., (2020) ‘We start off by providing a concise overview of all non-sovereign territories worldwide, in the process 
arguing for a narrowing down of our total sample of 55 to 40, excluding both jurisdictions that do not 
have a colonial history (and hence no tradition of anticolonial sentiments) and territories that today 
most likely have no chance to move towards independence should they want so’. (Ferdinand et  al., 
2020, p. 45)

Ferdinand et  al. (2020) consider islands solely to be SniJs, as illustrated by the following phrase: ‘there is 
little drive for independence in these territories, virtually all of which are small island nations, also 
known as sub-national island jurisdictions (SniJs)’ (Ferdinand et  al., 2020, p. 43). Moreover, the title of 
their paper indicates that the criteria include only islands: ‘a global comparison of non-sovereign island 
territories: the search for ‘true equality’’.

40

Rezvani (2014) ‘as indicated previously, Pits are (1) nationalistically distinct and (2) constitutionally unincorporated 
organizational forms that share and divide some (3) credible final decision-making powers (some 
territorial sovereignty) with a sovereign (core state). Such Pits exercise a wide range of powers over 
domestic jurisdiction, some foreign matters, but not external military affairs’. (Rezvani, 2014, p. 100)

66
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table 1 highlights the variation in definitions. it also reveals that the criteria employed in the studies 
differ in terms of clarity and subjectivity. the number of sniJs identified by the institute of island studies 
(n.d.) and stuart (2009) is much higher than that in the other studies. Watts (2009) argues this is because 
these studies include islands undergoing constitutional change, islands that have a non-constitutional 
arrangement in place that leads to the association with the parent state, indigenous island-based com-
munities with some sovereignty, and islands in open contestation with the parent state. Watts (2009) 
does not classify these islands as sniJs and arrives at a much lower number. Ferdinand et  al. (2020) 
produce the lowest number of sniJs, based on the previously mentioned exclusion of islands that do 
not possess a colonial past and do not have a say in their future constitutional arrangement. they argue 
that this exclusion results from their idea that these islands do not fit the classic model of linkages (i.e. 
history of colonialism) between the parent state and the non-sovereign jurisdiction.

in the next section, we explain how we will compare the different definitions and the resulting clas-
sification of sniJs.

3.  Methods and materials

3.1.  Analysis of Sub-National Island Jurisdictions’ inclusion across existing studies

We use a Venn diagram to illustrate the overlap in sniJ classifications in the literature. Unfortunately, we 
need to exclude the study by Watts (2009), as it does not state which territories it considers to be an 
sniJ. With the four remaining studies, there are fifteen different combinations of 1, 2, 3, or 4 studies. 
Furthermore, we calculate a similarity measure that gives the ratio of total matches to the total popula-
tion (sokal & Michener, 1958; Zubin, 1938). the measure is based on the four values from the 
cross-tabulation between the two studies’ classifications. in our study, we employ the ‘simple matching 
coefficient’ due to the binary nature of the data.

to construct the Venn diagram, we need to adjust each study’s list of islands (table 2). this is because 
some studies recognize a group of islands as one sniJ while others recognize each island within that 
group as a separate sniJ. For example, stuart (2009) identifies the Bailiwick of Guernsey as one sniJ. in 
contrast, the institute of island studies (n.d.) recognizes each island within that bailiwick as an sniJ 
(namely Guernsey, alderney, herm, and sark). similarly, the institute of island studies (n.d.) recognized 
comoros (i.e. Grande comore, Moheli, anjouan, and Mayotte) as one sniJ whereas stuart (2009) recog-
nized Grande comore, Moheli, anjoan, and Mayotte as separate sniJs. Moreover, we adjust for double 
counts by rezvani (2014). secondly, we adjust for entities that are fully independent. to be specific, 
rezvani’s (2014) list of Pits contains both past and current Pits, detailing their specific period of 

Table 2. number of Sub-national island Jurisdictions.
institute of island 

Studies (n.d.) Stuart (2009) Rezvani (2014) Ferdinand et  al. (2020) total

original count 119 116 66 40
First adjustment 124 119 62 42 160
Second adjustment 123 118 48 42 146
third adjustment 123 118 35 42 133

Note. From the original count to the first adjusted count, the following changes are applied to the institute of island Studies (n.d.): partition 
of Comoros, guernsey, Saaremaa & Hiiumaa, and Zanzibar (Unjuga), Pemba, and Mafia.
From the original count to the first adjusted count, the following changes are applied to Rezvani (2014): the double counts of Hong Kong, 
northern ireland, South Sudan, and Vojvodina were eliminated.
From the original count to the first adjusted count, the following changes are applied to Ferdinand et  al. (2020): partition of St. Helena, 
ascension, and tristan de Cunha.
From the first to the second adjusted count, the following change is applied to the institute of island Studies (n.d.): elimination of the 
netherlands antilles.
From the first to the second adjusted count, the following change is applied to Stuart (2009): elimination of the netherlands 
antilles.
From the first to the second adjusted count, the following changes are applied to Rezvani (2014): elimination of australia, Canada, Crimea, 
eritrea, irish Free State, Kosovo, Malta, Memel-Klapeida, netherlands antilles, new Zealand, newfoundland, Rhodesia, South africa, and 
Suriname.
From the second to the third adjusted count, the following changes are applied to Rezvani (2014): elimination of aosta Valley, Basque Country, 
Catalonia, Friuli-Venezia giulia, gagauzia, galicia, gibraltar, Kurdistan, liechtenstein, Monaco, San Marino, trentino-South tyrol, and Vojvodina.
See the Supplementary information for the lists of entities included.

https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2025.2450294011
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existence. From this list, we exclude the Pits that ceased to exist, including those that graduated to a 
sovereign status as indicated by membership at the Un. however, past Pits also include, for example, 
the former netherlands antilles, which was dissolved and did not graduate to a sovereign status. We 
want to repeat that rezvani’s Pits are not meant to capture sniJs, but that we include them because 
other studies – like Ferdinand et  al. (2020) and Korson et  al. (2020) – use Pits as synonymous with sniJs. 
third, we filter the sample for entities not being an island. an island in this regard is a piece of land 
surrounded by water (Baldacchino, 2013; Jędrusik, 2011). after these adjustments, we end up with 133 
sniJs (see table 2).

3.2.  Classification of sub-national island jurisdictions

We examine the criteria used to classify sniJs. this examination is to inform about the homogeneity of 
the criteria in the literature. as such, it can help explain the differences across the sniJs mentioned in 
the different studies.

table 3 sets out how we convert the definitions of each study into determinants. this allows us to 
analyze each determinant’s (lack of ) inclusion across the existing studies using a table. the analysis will 
be performed by listing the determinants and subsequently using a dummy variable for its inclusion in 
a particular study’s criteria (has a value 0 if the determinant is not included and a value 1 if it is).

Table 3. Criteria of existing studies that identified Sub-national island Jurisdictions (and Partially independent territories), 
were converted into testable determinants.
Study (Year) Definition (or criteria) used Determinants (D)

institute of island 
Studies (n.d.)

‘these are populated, sub-national, island territories with a 
degree of shared rule with some metropolitan power; as well 
as a degree of self-rule over at least one of the four policy 
areas that the project will focus on’.

D1: Populated
D2: Sub-national
D3: island territory
D4: Shared rule with some metropolitan power
D5: internal autonomy (self-rule)

Stuart (2009) Stuart (2009) followed the SniJ database provided by the 
institute of island Studies (n.d.). therefore, we assume that 
the same criteria apply.

Stuart (2009) followed the institute of island 
Studies (n.d.). therefore, the same 
determinants apply.

Watts (2009) ‘thus, altogether at least 89 islands or sets of islands are 
involved in some combination of autonomous 
self-government combined with formal collaboration in a 
wider political partnership. these comprise: 22 islands as 
fully fledged constituent units in federations, 10 island 
federacies, three island associate states, 18 islands with some 
form of constitutional home rule, 36 islands involved in one 
or more of CaRiCoM, the nordic Council, SaaRC, aSean and 
the Commonwealth not already included in the preceding 
categories’. (Watts, 2009, p. 23)

D1: island territory or set of islands
D2: Some combination of autonomous 

self-government
D3: Formal collaboration in a wider political 

partnership

Rezvani (2014) ‘as indicated previously, Pits are (1) nationalistically distinct and 
(2) constitutionally unincorporated organizational forms that 
share and divide some (3) credible final decision-making 
powers (some territorial sovereignty) with a sovereign (core 
state). Such Pits exercise a wide range of powers over 
domestic jurisdiction, some foreign matters, but not external 
military affairs’. (Rezvani, 2014, p. 100)

D1: nationalistically distinct
D2: Constitutionally unincorporated
D3: Share and divide territorial sovereignty with 

a core state
D4: Wide range of power over domestic 

jurisdiction
D5: Some power over foreign matters
D6: no power over external military affairs

Ferdinand et  al., 2020 ‘We start by providing a concise overview of all non-sovereign 
territories worldwide, in the process arguing for a narrowing 
down of our total sample of 55 to 40, excluding both 
jurisdictions that do not have a colonial history (and hence no 
tradition of anticolonial sentiments) and territories that today 
most likely have no chance to move towards independence 
should they want so’. (Ferdinand et  al., 2020, p. 45)

Ferdinand et  al. (2020) consider islands solely to be SniJs, as 
illustrated by the following phrase: ‘there is little drive for 
independence in these territories, virtually all of which are 
small island nations, also known as sub-national island 
jurisdictions (SniJs)’ (Ferdinand et  al., 2020, p. 43). Moreover, 
the title of their paper indicates that the criteria include only 
islands: ‘a global comparison of non-sovereign island 
territories: the search for ‘true equality’’.

D1: non-sovereign (island territory)
D2: Colonial history
D3: ability to move to independence
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3.3.  Replication of SNIJ classifications

next to the classification, we aim to replicate the existing classifications of sniJs (and Pits). We do so by 
comparing the determinants in each study, for each listed sniJ, against publicly available information. if 
an sniJ shows the presence of a specific determinant, then a value of ‘1’ is assigned for that determinant. 
if not, then ‘0’ is assigned for that particular determinant. if the sniJ concurs with all the determinants 
of a specific study, it is concluded that the territory is indeed an sniJ according to that particular study. 
this process is repeated for all studies (apart from Watts (2009), due to the lack of a list of sniJs).

We also replicate the classification by rezvani (2014), although the criteria are not very precise. in 
particular, rezvani (2014) specifies that Pits are ‘nationalistically distinct’ because they have distinct pop-
ulations, but did not describe what is to be considered a distinct population, leaving the interpretation 
open (D1). here, we evaluate their D1 in table 3 with the help of the ethnic distinctiveness of the pop-
ulation. in other words, we consider it to be ‘nationalistically distinct’ if the population is ethnically dis-
tinct. this is explained by riegl et  al. (2019), who also evaluate nationalistically distinctiveness. they 
assert that an entity is ethnically distinctive if there is a majority ethnic group (>50 percent). Furthermore, 
rezvani (2014) does not indicate what is considered to be a ‘wide range of power over domestic juris-
diction’ (D4) and ‘some power over foreign affairs’ (D5). Pits that have some or no power over their 
foreign affairs receive score 1 for this dimension. Pits that have significant control over their foreign 
affairs receive score 0. We mostly use the cia World Factbook to evaluate this criterion (see the 
supplementary information – tables si.5, si.7, si.9, si.11 – for specific sources). the cia World Factbook 
specifies whether an sniJ holds the responsibility for foreign affairs or if this is in the hands of the parent 
state. if the cia World Factbook states that the parent state is responsible for foreign affairs, we score 
this criterion with a 1 and 0 otherwise.

3.4.  Data

We use the cia World Factbook as the primary source of information where possible. complementary 
sources are the encyclopedia Britannica, the council on Foreign relations, and the sniJ database by the 
institute of island studies. Furthermore, we utilize specific sources if the necessary information is not 
available in the previously mentioned sources (see supplementary information; tables si.1-11) these 
materials are used to arrive at the results in the next section. We present the Venn diagram, and a sim-
ilarity measure relating to the different studies’ classification of sniJs. We also present the analysis of the 
criteria regarding classification as sniJ by previous studies. Furthermore, we discuss the replication 
attempts regarding the classifications.

4.  Results

4.1.  Classification of Sub-National Island Jurisdictions

to find out about the congruency of existing sniJ classifications, we use a Venn diagram and a similarity 
measure. Figure 1 is the Venn diagram showing how the sniJs in the different studies (i.e. different sets) 
relate to one each other. it shows this association for the list that was constructed after three adjust-
ments. thus, it includes the partition of groups and corrects for double-counting, corrects for entities 
that used to be partially independent, and controls for the non-islands classified as Pits by rezvani (2014).

From Figure 1, we derive three important results. First, the figure illustrates a lack of homogeneity 
across the existing classifications or sets of sniJs. in particular, only 14 sniJs (10.5 percent of all 133 
entities) are classified as sniJs in all four studies (intersect 15). it shows that most of the intersection is 
in the combination of the institute of island studies and stuart. these two studies have 109 sniJs in 
common (82.6 percent of all entities).

second, most sniJs are identified by the institute of island studies (n.d.) and stuart (2009). this results 
from the highly similar criteria applied in these two studies. however, there is still a fraction of sniJs 
about which the institute of island studies (n.d.) and stuart (2009) disagree, namely 17.4 percent (24 
entities). this discrepancy may be related to factors other than the criteria enforced, e.g. year of study, 
and a broader set of islands upon which the researcher tested their criteria (see also Ferdinand et  al. 
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(2020)). however, our analysis suggests that the criteria mentioned in the studies cannot be the only 
factor that drives the variation across existing classifications of sniJs.

third, we observe that all four studies include at least one sniJ that another study does not classify 
as such. in the case of rezvani (2014), this is mainly related to their inclusion of past sniJs as well as 
non-island entities. sniJs uniquely classified by the institute of island studies (n.d.) are cape Breton 
island, the Greek islands, and the isle of Wight. sniJs uniquely classified by stuart (2009) are the 
autonomous region in Muslim Mindanao, hasava, ho’aido (hokkaido), Manus, new Britain, new ireland, 
north Maluku, and tamil eelam. Ferdinand et  al. (2020) is the only study classifying French Guiana as an 
sniJ. We must note, however, that French Guiana is not typically considered as an island. therefore, it 
might have been misclassified in the list of Ferdinand et  al. (2020).

in relation to the existing literature on descriptions and classifications, we deduce that the discrepan-
cies among current classifications of sniJs are also likely related to problematic sources of data and 
missing data (see e.g. Gerring (2012)). the latter is a common challenge in island studies (armstrong & 
read, 2000; Zhang et  al., 2024). Moreover, the consideration of too many variables in existing classifica-
tions might have also resulted in classifications that are ‘too large to be useful’ (elman, 2005, p. 2009). it 
appears that this issue affects both the institute of island studies (n.d.) and stuart (2009). some entities 
in their classification have very little in common except for being island territories.

table 4 presents the similarity measures among the studies, which informs about the congruency between 
the different classifications. the table shows weak to modest similarity across the studies as the average sim-
ilarity is 46%. the highest similarity is found between the institute of island studies (n.d.) and stuart (2009), 
where the proportion of matches between the two studies is more than 80%. We conclude that Figure 1 and 
table 4 provide convincing evidence for the need for a more consistent classification of sniJs.

Figure 1. Venn diagram regarding the relative degree of connectedness of the SniJ and Pit studies.

Table 4. Matching coefficients for similarity between pairs of studies.
First adjustment institute of island Studies (n.d.) Stuart (2009) Rezvani (2014)

Stuart (2009) 0.8562
Rezvani (2014) 0.2875 0.2437
Ferdinand et  al. (2020) 0.4625 0.4188 0.5500

Second adjustment institute of island Studies (n.d.) Stuart (2009) Rezvani (2014)

Stuart (2009) 0.8425
Rezvani (2014) 0.2574 0.2603
Ferdinand et  al. (2020) 0.4178 0.3699 0.6027

third adjustment institute of island Studies (n.d.) Stuart (2009) Rezvani (2014)

Stuart (2009) 0.8189
Rezvani (2014) 0.3383 0.2857
Ferdinand et  al. (2020) 0.3609 0.3083 0.6617

Note. the similarity measure represents the total matches to the total population between two studies. the first adjustment corrects for the 
partition of groups and double-counted Partially independent territories. the second adjustment corrects for partition of groups, double-counted 
Partially independent territories, and past Partially independent territories. the third adjustment corrects for the partition of groups, 
double-counted Partially independent territories, past Partially independent territories, and non-island Partially independent territories.



8 s. eriKsen et al.

4.2.  Determinants of Sub-National Island Jurisdictions’ classifications

to help explain the results in table 4, we investigate the determinants that were used to arrive at the 
classification of an sniJ. as such, we try to find out about the homogeneity of previous definitions (see 
table 3). to this extent, we convert the criteria of each existing study into determinants. in their most 
basic form, the determinants are dummy variables that take the value of ‘1’ if the study uses that par-
ticular determinant as a criterion and ‘0’ otherwise. table 5 reports the results of this calculation.

table 5 shows that there are very different patterns of inclusion across the studies. this implies that 
the criteria used across sniJs classifications are far from homogenous. an exception is ‘the territory is 
sub-national’, which holds in all five studies. this suggests they all agree that for a territory to be an sniJ, 
it must be associated with a parent state, making it non-sovereign. Furthermore, ‘the territory is popu-
lated’ is required by the institute of island studies (n.d.) and stuart (2009). We assume that for a territory 
to be sub-national and to be able to exercise its internal autonomy, it must be populated in order to be 
classified as an sniJ. Despite sniJs often being referred to in the existing literature as having a degree 
of internal autonomy, not all studies agree that it is a necessary condition. Ferdinand et  al. (2020) explic-
itly did not require a degree of internal autonomy as a prerequisite. this is inconsistent with the other 
studies. it is not clear why Ferdinand et  al. (2020) exclude territories with internal autonomy that cannot 
move towards independence (e.g. hong Kong and Macau), while they include an island without internal 
autonomy (i.e. norfolk island). consequently, their criteria seem to be conflicting with some of the char-
acteristics of an sniJ.

table 5 also shows that ‘the territory is an island or group of islands’ shows up in all studies, except 
in rezvani (2014). this partially explains their differences and highlights again that rezvani’s Pits are 
not necessarily islands. this is not a surprise as rezvani (2014) did not include geographical factors in 
the definition of Pits. therefore, previous research (e.g. Ferdinand et  al. (2020)) that used Pits as a 
synonym for sniJ seem not to realize the inappropriateness of interchangeable usage of these two 
terms. Furthermore, rezvani (2014) is the only study that explicitly requires that the territory is nation-
alistically distinct, constitutionally unincorporated, has some power over foreign affairs, and has no 
control over military affairs. in contrast, the institute of island studies (n.d.) suggests that sniJs are 

Table 5. Determinants of the studies that identified Sub-national island Jurisdictions (and Partially independent 
territories).

Studies

Determinant
institute of island 

Studies (n.d.) Stuart (2009) Watts (2009) Rezvani (2014)
Ferdinand et  al. 

(2020) Count

the territory is populated 1 1 0 0 0 2
the territory is 

sub-nationala
1 1 1 1 1 5

the territory is an island or 
group of islands

1 1 1 0 1 4

the territory has a degree 
of internal autonomyb

1 1 1 1 0 4

the territory is 
nationalistically distinct

0 0 0 1 0 1

the territory is 
constitutionally 
unincorporated

0 0 0 1 0 1

the territory has some 
power over foreign 
matters

0 0 0 1 0 1

the territory has no power 
over external military 
affairs

0 0 0 1 0 1

the territory has a colonial 
history

0 0 0 0 1 1

the territory is able to 
move to independence 
if it wants to

0 0 0 0 1 1

Count 4 4 3 6 4
aor the territory has a wider political partnership (Watts, 2009). the sub-nationalism is indicated by Rezvani (2014) as sharing sovereignty with 
a core state. Ferdinand et  al. (2020) refer to this sub-nationalism as the island being non-sovereign.
bWatts (2009) refers to this internal autonomy as ‘autonomous self-government’. Rezvani (2014) describes this determinant as the territory 
having a wide range of control over domestic affairs.
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granted enough discretion to maintain national identity and local culture, indicative of being ‘nation-
alistically distinct’ to some degree. the University of Prince edward island (2014n.d.) argues that sniJs 
may develop international relations on their own. therefore, sniJs can have some power over foreign 
affairs, in line with rezvani (2014). some scholars argue that sniJs get military defense provisions from 
the parent state (Mcelroy and Mahoney, 2000, as cited in Baldacchino & Milne, 2009a). this resonates 
with the criteria of rezvani (2014). lastly, we find that the constitutional arrangements of sniJs vary 
considerably (see Baldacchino & Milne, 2009a; Ferdinand et  al., 2020). therefore, we conclude that not 
all sniJs are necessarily constitutionally unincorporated.

Ferdinand et  al. (2020) require that an sniJ has a colonial history and can freely move to indepen-
dence if desired. this is why they disqualify hong Kong and Macau as sniJ. they exclude territories from 
their list that do not have a colonial past (for example, Jeju). however, despite being the only study 
having these criteria, we find that others also suggest that sniJs are often former colonies: ‘in many 
cases, special jurisdictional features enjoyed by such islands have arisen in the context of colonialism’ 
(University of Prince edward island, 2020n.d., para. 3). Baldacchino and Milne (2009b) argue that most 
sniJs have no urgency to become independent, suggesting that most sniJs possess the freedom to 
move towards complete independence.

the results in table 5 suggest that the classifications of sniJs are different partly due to the variation 
in the criteria applied (see, e.g. Gerring (2012)). the analysis shows that the general idea seems to be 
that an sniJ can be defined as a populated island (or group of islands) in a relationship with a parent 
state. they have varying degrees of internal autonomy: from being entirely constitutionally integrated to 
having significant levels of autonomy in internal affairs. in addition, most sniJs can be distinctive (in 
terms of national identity and culture) vis-à-vis the parent state. Moreover, most sniJs are former colo-
nies that can move towards independence if desired. Finally, some sniJs have some degree of control 
over foreign affairs, and almost all receive military protection from the parent state. We use these find-
ings to arrive at a more consistent definition of sniJs (section 5).

4.3.  Replication of existing classifications

We replicate the existing classifications of sniJs (and Pits) using the method described in section 3.3. 
however, we could not replicate all: With the institute of island studies (n.d.), Bioko did not comply with 
the study’s criteria it has no internal autonomy. the same holds for British indian ocean territory (Biot), 
Jan Mayen, lofoten, Macquarie island, norfolk island, novaya Zemlya, and st. eustatius. additionally, the 
Biot, Jan Mayen, and Macquarie island do not have permanent residents. this suggests that the institute 
of island studies (n.d.) did not consistently follow its own criteria. this also occurs with stuart (2009), 
where Bioko, British indian ocean territory (Biot), Jan Mayen, lofoten, Macquarie island, novaya Zemlya, 
tamil eelam, and norfolk island, have no internal autonomy. in addition, Biot, Jan Mayen, and Macquarie 
island do not have permanent residents, while hasava is not an island. With Ferdinand et  al. (2020), we 
find that French Guiana does not comply as it is not an island. none of the studies explains why these 
discrepancies would have occurred.

the replication of rezvani (2014) is excluded as nearly all Pits (93.5 percent) could not be replicated 
from the study’s criteria (see also riegl et  al., 2019). this is not a surprise given the different nature and 
purpose of rezvani’s concept of Pits. exceptions are the cook islands, Guernsey, and niue. therefore, it 
appears rezvani (2014) too did not systematically arrive at the list of Pits. Most of this non-replicability 
results from the Pits not being constitutionally unincorporated. this is the case for, for example, sint 
Maarten. Moreover, a significant portion (namely 40.4 percent) of the Pits are not ‘nationalistically dis-
tinct’. Besides, for some Pits, we do not find sufficient evidence to suggest that they ‘share and divide 
territorial sovereignty with a core state’ (for example liechtenstein), that they possess some power over 
foreign affairs (such as san Marino), or that they do not have power over military affairs (for example, 
Kurdistan). in addition, we want to point out that none of the latter three entities is an island. however, 
most Pits comply with the third (i.e. ‘share and divide territorial sovereignty with a core state’), fourth 
(i.e. ‘wide range of power over domestic jurisdiction’), fifth (i.e. ‘some power over foreign matters’), and 
sixth determinant (i.e. ‘no power over external military affairs’). therefore, ‘sharing and dividing territorial 
sovereignty within a core state’ (i.e. the third determinant) appears to be a typical characteristic of Pits. 
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according to Baldacchino (2010), ‘sub-national’ means that the island continues to be associated with a 
sovereign state, similar to the criterion (i.e. the third determinant) by rezvani (2014). adhering to the 
fourth determinant suggests that a wide range of power over domestic jurisdiction (i.e. internal auton-
omy) also is a core characteristic of Pits. lastly, compliance with the fifth and sixth determinants demon-
strates that most Pits do not have full control over foreign matters nor military affairs. therefore, even 
though most Pits do not comply with the criteria imposed by rezvani (2014) and Pits were never meant 
to proxy for sniJs, these results suggest some congruence between Pits and sniJs.

to sum up, it shows that we were not able to fully replicate the studies’ lists of sniJs (or Pits) from 
their criteria. this adds to the confusion as to what is or is not an sniJ.

5.  Conclusion

Many islands and archipelagos undergoing decolonization have chosen to keep legal ties with a parent 
state, and not to pursue full independence (armstrong & read, 2021; Grydehøj, 2016). they have been 
classified as more or less autonomous sub-national island Jurisdictions (sniJs). several studies have pro-
posed different totals and members of the sniJ category. to a large extent, this can be related to the 
different purposes of such studies. however, there can also be imprecision in the definition and descrip-
tion of what constitutes an sniJ and inconsistency in the application of these. this would hamper aca-
demic and policy research. We find that there is no clear, or generally accepted definition, of the sniJs. 
this is illustrated by the fact that some studies claim there are 40 sniJs, where others arrive at more 
than 100. therefore, the aim of this study is to critically reflect upon the existing studies that describe 
and/or define sniJs and to suggest a practical definition of sniJs for the academic and policy debate.

to this extent, we systematically investigate existing classifications and definitions of sniJs and try to 
quantify the qualifications for the sniJs. the analysis reveals several interesting observations. First, there 
is considerable variation across the existing classifications of sniJs in the literature, despite some of them 
following the same criteria. second, existing research that used partially independent territories (Pits) as 
a synonym for sniJs is biased due to the inclusion of non-island entities. third, replicating previous stud-
ies shows inconsistencies between the lists and the criteria imposed. as such, we conclude that none of 
the existing classifications of sniJs applies a consistent selection of the entities, raising doubt as to 
whether the classifications are accurate and, hence, useful.

Based on this analysis, we advocate the development and use of a more consistent definition of sniJs. 
in particular, we suggest defining an sniJ as a populated island in partnership with a parent state, mak-
ing them non-sovereign, with a degree of internal autonomy that may vary across the sniJs. For specific 
research or policy purposes, such a definition can be amended. as a consequence, several lists or cate-
gories of sniJs are feasible. however, such analysis will depart from common ground and would allow 
for both validation and replication, improving their credibility and use.

the main implication is that it is possible to envision that future research and policies can be more 
effectively and efficiently targeted, as they can be based on a more consistent basic and common under-
standing of sniJs. it allows for more research on sniJs and can contribute to the design of policies that 
are specifically targeted at (subgroups of ) sniJs.

Note

 1. While the siDs and sniJ can be distinguished through a binary classification of sovereignty, some might argue 
that there exists a ‘spectrum of sovereignty’. in this sense, sovereignty is seen as a matter of degree within the 
binary classification. see, for example, alberti and Goujon (2019).
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