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How	do	you	stop	a	war	without	fighting	one?	For	much	of	modern	history,	the	answer
has	been	deterrence	—	convincing	a	potential	aggressor	that	the	costs	of	attacking	will
outweigh	any	gains.	It's	one	of	the	most	important	and	counterintuitive	ideas	in
international	security.

This	explainer	breaks	down	what	deterrence	is,	how	it's	meant	to	work,	and	why
credibility	and	signalling	are	at	its	heart.

Advertisement

On	this	page

1.	 The	core	idea

2.	 Two	ways	to	deter

3.	 Why	credibility	is	everything

4.	 The	role	of	signalling

5.	 The	paradox	of	measuring	success

6.	 Why	deterrence	matters

7.	 Types	of	deterrence

8.	 What	makes	deterrence	credible

9.	 Why	deterrence	is	psychological,	not	just	military

file:///about.html
file:///contact.html
file:///newsletter.html
file:///
file:///
file:///world.html
file:///politics.html
file:///conflict.html
file:///analysis.html
file:///about.html
file:///review-policy.html
file:///tmp/timesofpol.com_what-is-deterrence-in-international-relations.html#the-core-idea
file:///tmp/timesofpol.com_what-is-deterrence-in-international-relations.html#two-ways-to-deter
file:///tmp/timesofpol.com_what-is-deterrence-in-international-relations.html#why-credibility-is-everything
file:///tmp/timesofpol.com_what-is-deterrence-in-international-relations.html#the-role-of-signalling
file:///tmp/timesofpol.com_what-is-deterrence-in-international-relations.html#the-paradox-of-measuring-success
file:///tmp/timesofpol.com_what-is-deterrence-in-international-relations.html#why-deterrence-matters
file:///tmp/timesofpol.com_what-is-deterrence-in-international-relations.html#types-of-deterrence
file:///tmp/timesofpol.com_what-is-deterrence-in-international-relations.html#what-makes-deterrence-credible
file:///tmp/timesofpol.com_what-is-deterrence-in-international-relations.html#why-deterrence-is-psychological-not-just-military


The	core	idea

Deterrence	is	the	strategy	of	stopping	an	adversary	from	doing	something	by
convincing	them	it	isn't	worth	it	—	that	the	costs	or	risks	outweigh	the	gains.	Rather
than	physically	preventing	an	action,	deterrence	works	on	the	opponent's	decision-
making,	aiming	to	make	them	choose	not	to	act.	Its	ultimate	goal	is	a	war	that	never
happens.

Two	ways	to	deter

There	are	broadly	two	approaches.	Deterrence	by	punishment	threatens	painful
consequences	in	response	to	an	attack	—	‘if	you	do	this,	you'll	suffer	for	it’.	Deterrence
by	denial	aims	to	convince	the	adversary	that	an	attack	simply	won't	succeed	—	‘even
if	you	try,	you'll	fail’.	Both	change	the	opponent's	cost-benefit	calculation,	just	from
different	angles.

Why	credibility	is	everything

A	threat	only	deters	if	the	adversary	believes	it	will	be	carried	out.	An	empty	or
implausible	threat	deters	no	one.	This	is	why	credibility	sits	at	the	centre	of
deterrence:	the	target	must	be	convinced	you	have	both	the	capability	to	follow	through
and	the	will	to	do	so.	Bluffing	is	risky,	because	a	called	bluff	can	collapse	deterrence
entirely.

The	role	of	signalling

Because	deterrence	lives	in	the	adversary's	perceptions,	communication	—	often
called	signalling	—	is	crucial.	States	signal	resolve	and	capability	through	statements,
alliances,	military	postures	and	actions,	trying	to	make	their	threats	clearly	understood.
Miscommunication	is	dangerous:	if	an	adversary	misreads	your	resolve,	deterrence	can
fail	even	when	you	were	serious.

The	paradox	of	measuring	success

Deterrence	has	a	peculiar	problem:	when	it	works,	nothing	happens.	A	war	that's
successfully	deterred	is	a	war	we	never	see,	which	makes	it	hard	to	prove	the
deterrence	caused	the	peace.	This	invisibility	fuels	endless	debate	about	whether
deterrence	‘worked’	in	any	given	case	—	you	can	rarely	be	certain	what	an	adversary
would	have	done.

Why	deterrence	matters

Deterrence	underlies	much	of	how	states	manage	security	without	constant	war	—	from
alliances	to	military	postures.	Understanding	its	logic,	and	its	dependence	on	credibility
and	communication,	helps	explain	many	otherwise	puzzling	decisions	in	international
affairs:	why	states	invest	in	capabilities	they	hope	never	to	use,	and	why	signals	of
resolve	are	treated	so	seriously.

Types	of	deterrence



Deterrence	is	not	a	single	thing;	it	takes	different	forms	depending	on	what	is	being
protected	and	how:

Type Aim

Deterrence	by	punishment Threaten	costs	so	high	that	aggression	isn't	worth	it

Deterrence	by	denial Make	an	attack	unlikely	to	succeed	in	the	first	place

Extended	deterrence Protect	allies,	not	just	oneself

Credible	deterrence A	threat	believable	enough	to	actually	discourage	action

The	common	thread	is	influencing	an	adversary's	decision	before	they	act,	rather	than
responding	after	the	fact.

What	makes	deterrence	credible

Deterrence	only	works	if	the	other	side	believes	it,	which	depends	on	several
conditions:

Capability:	the	means	to	actually	follow	through	on	the	threat.

Credibility:	a	genuine	willingness	to	act,	not	just	words.

Communication:	the	adversary	must	clearly	understand	the	threat	and	the	red
line.

Proportionality:	a	response	that	fits	the	provocation	is	more	believable.

Consistency:	past	behaviour	that	backs	up	current	threats.

Why	deterrence	is	psychological,	not	just	military

It	is	easy	to	think	of	deterrence	purely	in	terms	of	weapons	and	forces,	but	at	its	heart
deterrence	is	a	psychological	contest	rather	than	a	physical	one,	and	grasping	this	is
the	key	to	understanding	why	it	sometimes	works	and	sometimes	fails	regardless	of	the
raw	capabilities	involved.	The	entire	purpose	of	deterrence	is	to	shape	the	decision	an
adversary	makes	before	they	act,	persuading	them	that	the	costs	or	risks	of	aggression
outweigh	any	possible	gains,	which	means	success	depends	not	on	what	you	could
actually	do	but	on	what	the	other	side	believes	you	would	do.	This	is	why	credibility
matters	as	much	as	capability:	a	powerful	state	whose	threats	are	not	believed	will	fail
to	deter,	while	a	more	modest	one	whose	resolve	is	unquestioned	may	succeed.	It	also
explains	why	communication	is	so	important,	since	a	threat	that	is	ambiguous	or
misunderstood	cannot	influence	a	decision,	and	why	consistency	counts,	because	an
adversary	judges	present	warnings	partly	by	how	a	country	has	behaved	in	the	past.
The	psychological	nature	of	deterrence	introduces	genuine	difficulty,	because	it
requires	accurately	reading	how	the	other	side	perceives	risk,	values	its	objectives,	and
interprets	your	signals	—	all	of	which	can	be	misjudged,	leading	either	to	a	failure	of
deterrence	when	an	adversary	discounts	a	real	threat,	or	to	dangerous	escalation	when
signals	are	read	as	more	hostile	than	intended.	Understanding	deterrence	as	a	battle	of
perceptions	and	beliefs,	rather	than	a	simple	matter	of	stockpiled	force,	therefore
reframes	many	international	standoffs:	the	crucial	questions	become	whether	a	threat
is	believable,	whether	it	has	been	clearly	communicated,	and	whether	each	side



correctly	understands	the	other,	since	it	is	in	the	realm	of	perception,	far	more	than	on
any	battlefield,	that	deterrence	ultimately	succeeds	or	breaks	down.

Printable	checklist

Summary

Deterrence	is	the	strategy	of	preventing	an	adversary	from	acting	by	convincing	them
the	costs	or	risks	will	outweigh	the	benefits.	It	works	through	the	threat	of
consequences	—	either	punishing	an	attack	or	denying	its	success.	For	deterrence	to
hold,	threats	must	be	credible	and	clearly	communicated.	It	succeeds	invisibly,	by
making	conflict	not	happen,	which	makes	it	hard	to	measure.

Key	Takeaways

Deterrence	prevents	action	by	making	its	expected	costs	exceed	its	benefits.

It	works	through	threats	to	punish	an	attack	or	deny	its	success.

Credibility	is	essential	—	a	threat	only	deters	if	it's	believed.

Clear	communication	(signalling)	of	resolve	and	capability	matters.

Deterrence	succeeds	invisibly,	which	makes	proving	it	worked	difficult.

Frequently	Asked	Questions

What's	the	difference	between	deterrence	by	punishment	and	by
denial?

Deterrence	by	punishment	threatens	painful	consequences	for	an	attack	(‘you'll	suffer	if
you	do	this’).	Deterrence	by	denial	convinces	the	adversary	the	attack	won't	succeed
(‘you'll	fail	even	if	you	try’).	Both	alter	the	opponent's	cost-benefit	calculation.

Why	is	credibility	so	important	for	deterrence?

Because	a	threat	only	deters	if	the	adversary	believes	you'll	act	on	it.	Without	credible
capability	and	will,	a	threat	is	empty	and	deters	no	one,	which	is	why	bluffing	is	so
risky.
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How	do	we	know	if	deterrence	worked?

It's	genuinely	hard.	Successful	deterrence	means	an	attack	simply	doesn't	happen,	so
you	can	rarely	prove	what	the	adversary	would	otherwise	have	done.	This	invisibility
makes	deterrence's	effects	difficult	to	measure.
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