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After a difficult year in U.S. foreign policy, some are wondering if the concept of 
deterrence still holds. Deterrence, though ancient in its basic precepts, came to prominence 
during the nuclear age when the United States was focused on convincing the Soviet Union 
that the costs and risks of direct military conflict would outweigh its potential benefits. With 
the dynamics of bipolar nuclear competition having long given way to a broader set of national 
security challenges, the U.S. government has made an effort to update its deterrence policy. 
Following the attacks of September 11, 2011, the U.S. government began to refer to “tailored 
deterrence,” wherein the United States would tailor its approach to affecting the decision 
calculus of different potential adversaries in different circumstances.

Some argue that tailored deterrence has gone too far—that deterrence has become so 
context-specific and ubiquitous that it is no longer useful as an organizing principle of U.S. 
policy. These critics can point to documents like the 2010 National Security Strategy, in which 
the Obama administration made 17 references to deterrence, ranging from deterring armed 
conflict and aggression to deterring cyber intrusions and unlawful entry to the United States 
to deterring attacks on the international financial system. If deterrence has so many variations, 
can the United States effectively build policy around it?

The broad applicability of deterrence should not be seen as one of its failings. Deterrence 
was a key feature of foreign policy long before it carried the label and became synonymous 
with averting crises in strategic nuclear competition. Variations in the context for deterrence 
do, however, put a premium on effectively communicating to potential adversaries the risk-
reward calculus they face in a particular circumstance. Communicating deterrent threats today 
is further complicated because norms are not yet firm in some domains of conflict, such as 
cyberspace, nor universally shared among key actors, such as in maritime disputes. Moreover, 
in an age of instant global communications and in which many deterrent contexts are present 
simultaneously, “tailored deterrence” can be difficult to execute, as key actors conflate word 
and deed in one case (usually U.S. inaction) with another.

The most damning critique of deterrence is far simpler: the concept is no longer useful because 
it does not work. Skeptics holding this view can point to incidents such as Russia’s 2008 
incursion into Georgia and 2014 annexation of Crimea, the recent rise of ISIS in defiance of 
international condemnation, repeated North Korean nuclear tests in the face of sanctions, and 
the Syrian regime’s use of chemical weapons despite President Obama’s “red line” as evidence 
that the United States does not have the credibility to deter threats. These incidents have taken 
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place in the face of overwhelming U.S. military 
capability, the wielding of “exquisite” economic 
sanctions, and seemingly tireless diplomatic 
efforts (how many hours has Secretary of State 
Kerry been airborne these past 12 months?). If 
the United States, with all its current advantages, 
cannot deter others from undertaking actions it 
opposes, who can?

It is the United States itself that offers the most 
compelling case for the continuing relevance of 
deterrence: we are routinely deterred because 
we do not wish to risk the consequences—
usually in blood and treasure—that taking 
certain actions might bring. And the United 
States in turn can deter well, especially against 
potentially catastrophic activity. U.S. nuclear 
capability and overwhelming conventional 
military power have forced many would-be 
rivals and non-state actors to pursue action in 
less deadly spheres, where it is difficult for the 
United States to bring these same advantages 
to bear. 

The problem, then, is not with the concept of 
deterrence but rather its successful application. 
Our failures stem from three important 
shortcomings: in clarifying our interests, to 
ourselves and to others; in convincing others 
of our credibility in threatening those who 
challenge our interests; and in demonstrating 
the will and capability to fulfill those threats if 
deterrence fails. Moreover, U.S. credibility is 
more elastic than our leaders might like—the 

more deterrence fails or appears to fail in a 
particular context, the less credible U.S. threats 
are in that context, and often in other spheres. 
The good news is that leaders can often 
increase their credibility relatively quickly, as the 
administration has done this year by stepping-
up its military capabilities along NATO’s eastern 
border following Russia’s annexation of Crimea. 

It is time to set aside tired theoretical 
debates about deterrence to focus on 
concrete applications that fit today’s dynamic 
environment. In the coming year, deterrence 
will be an aspect of virtually all our security 
dealings. From continuing nuclear challenges, 
to the conventional military sphere, to 
cyber and “cross-domain” challenges, to 
counterterrorism, deterrence will succeed only 
where American leaders can convince others 
that their actions (or inactions) risk greater 
costs than rewards. The results will usually be 
far less than desired: competition of interests 
will continue, and in some cases, the United 
States will care less about the outcome than 
those with opposing goals. This was true in the 
Cold War, from the creation of the Warsaw Pact 
to the Prague Spring, to, eventually, Vietnam, 
just as it was in 2014. 

In 2015, the United States will need to build on 
its strong record of deterring existential threats 
to better deter those who threaten us short of 
war. Better application of deterrence requires 
clearly communicating what we care about and 
our willingness and capability to act in defense 
of those interests. Importantly, it also requires 
us to carry out threats when deterrence fails. 
Credibility can be gained just as it can be lost, 
but absent the wherewithal to carry out the 
deterrent threats we make—whether codified in 
our longstanding treaty commitments or simply 
stated by the president—more and potentially 
greater challenges to our interests will follow. ▶

better application of 
deterrence requires clearly 
communicating what we care 
about and our willingness 
and capability to act in 
defense of those interests.
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