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ABSTRACT
How can states most effectively reassure their allies? Despite massive investments to assure allies
of Washington’s willingness and ability to defend them, the effectiveness of reassurance measures
is uncertain and the determinants of effective reassurance have received little academic attention.
The limited existing research on the topic focuses on the role of resolve in making security
assurances credible, sidelining important questions about the role of capability. We argue that
capability is just as important. This is particularly true in an era where leaders may be less willing
to put troops in harm’s way, where conventional forces play a central role in deterrence and
reassurance, and where new military technologies that reduce risk to friendly forces allow a patron
state to project power and capability without signaling much resolve. We introduce a new typology
of reassurance measures based on variation in military capability and resolve, and test them using
data from an original survey fielded on European foreign policy elite and a case study of U.S. and
NATO reassurance initiatives in the Baltics. We find that capabilities often matter as much as
resolve in reassuring allies, with relatively limited deployments of high-tech capabilities reassuring
allies just as much as tripwire forces.
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Since Russia’s invasion of Crimea in 2014, the United States has redoubled its efforts to
reassure European allies of Washington’s commitment to defend the region from Russian
aggression. Through the European Reassurance Initiative (ERI), the United States has modernized
bases, deployed ground, air, and naval forces on rotational tours throughout Central and Eastern
Europe, prepositioned combat equipment, and bolstered partner nation defense capabilities.3 The
Pentagon has adopted a similar posture in Asia to reassure allies and partners of its willingness to
protect them from a rising China and an erratic North Korea. Despite significant investments and
the deployment of tens of thousands of American troops, the effectiveness of these reassurance
measures is uncertain.4 Indeed, foreign leaders and publics frequently question America’s security
guarantees. In a 2017 poll, between twenty and forty percent of respondents in sampled NATO
countries indicated that they did not believe the United States would use military force to defend
a NATO member.5 Similarly, German Chancellor Angela Merkel has suggested that Europe may
not be able to rely upon the United States.6 If actions that scholarly theories define as highly
credible signals of commitment are greeted with skepticism, what must a great power patron do to
reassure its allies? What are the characteristics of credible reassurances in today’s security
environment?
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Unlike adversary deterrence, alliance reassurance—which we define as an attempt to
increase an ally’s feeling of security from external threat—is rarely studied in its own right.
Assurances of support to allies have two potential audiences—third-party adversaries and the allies
themselves—but it is the former that has received the lion’s share of scholarly attention.7 Existing
research on the credibility of security assurances more generally, meanwhile, tends to focus on the
role of resolve—a state’s willingness to follow through on its commitments. Statesmen and
scholars have long held that security guarantees are most credible when they involve significant
sunk costs or tie the hands of policymakers in a way that makes it difficult to renege on
commitments.8 Indeed, scholarly and policy debates often assume that actions that put a state’s
“skin in the game,” like overseas deployments, reassure allies by acting as a “tripwire” that
automatically triggers larger intervention in the event of conflict.9 However, the existing literature
largely sidelines important questions about the role that signals of capability—a state’s ability to
follow through on its commitments—play in shaping whether an ally is reassured. This is both a
legacy of the Cold War, in which deterrence and reassurance centered more heavily on nuclear
weapons than on conventional military power, as well as based in an assumption that capabilities
are easier to observe than resolve.10

7

Patrick M. Morgan, Deterrence : A Conceptual Analysis, 2nd ed. (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1983); Paul
Huth and Bruce Russett, “What Makes Deterrence Work? Cases from 1900 to 1980,” World Politics 36, no. 4
(1984): 496–526; Brett V. Benson, Adam Meirowitz, and Kristopher W. Ramsay, “Inducing Deterrence through
Moral Hazard in Alliance Contracts,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 58, no. 2 (2014): 307–35; Roseanne W.
McManus, Statements of Resolve: Achieving Coercive Credibility in International Conflict (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2017); Roseanne W. McManus, “Making It Personal: The Role of Leader-Specific Signals in
Extended Deterrence,” The Journal of Politics 80, no. 3 (2018): 982–95.
8
Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1967); James D. Fearon,
“Signaling Foreign Policy Interests: Tying Hands versus Sinking Costs,” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 41, no.
1 (1997): 68–90.
9
Schelling, Arms and Influence.
10
James D. Fearon, “Signaling Versus the Balance of Power and Interests: An Empirical Test of a Crisis Bargaining
Model,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 38, no. 2 (1994): 236–69.

3

This article aims to “bring capability back in” to the study of alliance politics and the
credibility of alliance commitments. We argue that although resolve is important, signaling
capability is equally important when reassuring allies. Indeed, if allies care about the patron’s
ability to act quickly to blunt an adversary’s attack, rather than just about its willingness to
intervene, “tripwire” measures may be no more, or even less, effective at reassuring allies than
reassurance measures that offer military capabilities capable of impeding an adversary’s advance.
In other words, we expect that whether a patron succeeds in reassuring an ally should hinge on the
extent to which its presence communicates not only its willingness to defend an ally with force,
but also its capability to do so effectively. Even if a patron has considerable military power in the
aggregate, its ability to actually project this power in a timely manner to turn the tide of battlefield
outcomes is another matter entirely, and it is the latter that a patron must adequately demonstrate.
Exploring the role of capability in shaping reassurance is increasingly important in an era
where the United States relies more upon conventional forces for deterrence and reassurance
relative to during the Cold War, and where adversaries can frustrate U.S. power projection with
“anti-access area-denial” capabilities such as missiles, submarines, and air defense systems.11
Moreover, in the contemporary security environment, policymakers in the United States and
elsewhere are frequently casualty averse when national interests are not directly threatened, face
tight budgets, and are wary of overseas commitments.12 Given these constraints, U.S. policymakers
may have difficulty reassuring allies and find it challenging to follow through on obligations that
involve the costly and risky deployment of ground forces. They may, in other words, not be willing
11
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to escalate even if a tripwire is “tripped.” As a result, alliance partners may not necessarily perceive
traditional reassurance measures that sink costs or tie the hands of a great power patron as credible
signals of commitment. Meanwhile, existing and emerging military technologies—including air
power, missile defense systems, and unmanned vehicles—can allow states to project conventional
power without incurring significant risk to friendly forces; that is, they may allow a patron to
project capability without signaling much resolve ex ante.
To disentangle how resolve and capability shape an ally’s confidence in its patron’s
security assurances, we first synthesize existing literature on credible signaling and reassurances.
We then provide a framework for understanding the credibility of reassurance measures and
introduce a new typology of four classes of reassurance measures based on capability and resolve:
tripwires, shields, offshore presence, and drive-bys. To identify which of these are most effective
at reassuring an ally, we present data from an original survey fielded on national security officials
and experts from NATO states most directly threatened by Russian aggression. We complement
the survey findings with a case study of NATO and U.S. reassurance initiatives in Estonia informed
by extensive interviews of serving and former national security policymakers in Estonia and the
United States. The survey and case study reveal that decisionmakers weigh capability heavily
when evaluating potential and actual U.S. reassurance efforts.
This article makes three contributions to international relations scholarship. First, to our
knowledge this study is the first attempt to systematically theorize about and empirically test the
type of signals that are most effective at reassuring allies. Most existing literature on reassurance,
by contrast, focuses either on the causes of reassurance or the choice of reassurance measures.13
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Second, we contribute to the study of interstate signaling by exploring the relative importance of
resolve and capability in reassuring allies. Existing studies that consider reassurance primarily
explore assurances in the context of extended nuclear deterrence. Consequently, studies emphasize
signals of resolve that reassure allies of the sender’s willingness to defend them, especially with
nuclear weapons, while underemphasizing the role of conventional military capabilities.14 Our
study, by contrast, emphasizes the important role capability can play in reassuring allies, including
a more nuanced examination of the effect of advanced military capabilities on the effectiveness of
reassurances than existing studies. In this way, our argument mirrors that of a recent study by Iain
Henry in challenging the prevailing focus on resolve in making alliance commitments credible.15
However, whereas Henry focuses on the role shared preferences play in satisfying allies, we focus
on the importance of signaling the capability to project power and fill particular capability gaps.
Third, our findings help synthesize security studies scholarship that examines specific military
technologies with broader international relations theories on credible signaling.16 The focus on
capabilities in addition to resolve allows researchers to better understand what types of military
systems are best suited for reassuring allies.
Theory: Resolve, Capability, and the Effectiveness of Reassurance
Reassurance is an important component of alliance politics in general, as well as U.S.
alliances in particular given the United States’ large network of defense pacts. Scholars have long
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argued that reassurance is key to maintaining cohesion in an alliance and discouraging partners
from pursuing alternative options such as nuclear weapons and alliances with third-parties.17 Yet
the topic of reassurance – and particularly the question of what makes some reassurance measures
more effective or desirable than others – has received surprisingly little scholarly attention.
Oftentimes, reassurance is studied in tandem with deterrence.18 This, in principle, is
understandable since the primary objective of security assurances – and alliance pacts more
broadly – is to signal that a patron will protect an ally from a mutual adversary. Military planners
in a patron state generally deploy or station assets overseas that make it more difficult for a rival
to carry out acts of aggression, and it is reasonable to expect that allies will be reassured in
proportion to the degree an adversary is deterred. A patron’s signals of support can thus be directed
to both audiences – adversary and ally – simultaneously.
There is reason, however, to study reassurance in its own right. For one, signals intended
to deter might not always reassure, and vice versa. Signals often have multiple audiences, and
these audiences do not always interpret signals in the way the sender intended.19 In the case of
security reassurances, a patron may adopt measures that it believes will deter a rival and reassure
allies. Yet, an ally may not view the patron’s efforts as reassuring. Indeed, British Defense Minister
Denis Healey famously quipped that “it takes only five percent credibility of American retaliation
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to deter the Russians but ninety-five percent credibility to reassure the Europeans.”20 This makes
sense as a patron attempting to reassure an ally must convince an ally both that it will deter a rival,
and that it has the will and capability to defend the ally if deterrence fails. Effective reassurance
measures, therefore, require communicating that harm both can and will be inflicted on the
adversary in a way that minimizes harm to an ally.21 Thus, while studying deterrence can generate
insights for understanding reassurance, explaining reassurance requires researchers to more closely
examine how an ally perceives a patron’s actions.
As described previously, most of the work on interstate signaling focuses on deterrence,
leaving reassurance as effectively an afterthought. Much of this literature, in turn, focuses on costly
signals of resolve as the key means to deter adversaries and reassure allies, and in particular on
putting “boots on the ground” in order to tie one’s hands in a crisis.22 Fearon, for example, stresses
how state leaders can effectively signal commitment to an ally by making statements that tie their
hands, while avoiding the moral hazard among their allies and ex ante costs of large overseas
deployments.23 As we discuss below, the cause of this preoccupation with signaling resolve is in
large part because much of the literature on reassurance and deterrence has its roots in the Cold
War context in which coercion relied heavily upon the threat to use nuclear weapons.24 This
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disproportionate emphasis on resolve may be inappropriate in a contemporary security
environment in which conventional weapons play a larger role relative to nuclear weapons in
defense planning than was the case during the Cold War, and where the United States’ capability
to project power cannot be taken for granted equally across regions.
A small but growing literature focuses on the causes of reassurance and its consequences,
but there is little work on the effectiveness of reassurance.25 Roseanne McManus and Keren YarhiMilo, for example, examine the domestic incentives for providing certain forms of reassurances
over others, arguing that the United States tends to provide public signals of support to democratic
states but private signals of support to non-democracies.26 However, McManus and Yarhi-Milo
develop a theory that explains patron decisions rather than ally’s perceptions.
There has thus been little attempt to empirically test how allies perceive signals of support
from their patron and their preferences over these signals. Most research on alliance reliability
instead tends to study the causes and effects of reneging on alliance commitments in times of war.
A number of studies by Ashley Leeds, for example, explore the conditions under which states
renege on and terminate their alliance pacts.27 A vast literature on reputation, meanwhile, argues
that both allies and adversaries look closely at a patron’s past actions, and infer that it is unreliable
if it fails to follow through on its threats and promises.28 A number of studies, in turn, argue that
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states with a reputation for unreliability are unlikely to find trusting alliance partners in the future.29
A recent exception is a study by Iain Henry, who argues that scholars’ and policymakers’ emphasis
on displays of loyalty to other allies as a source of reputation is misguided, and that allies pay more
attention to the degree to which their patron shares their interests.30 However, Henry’s focus on
shared preferences and past behavior toward other (third-party) allies – much like the literature on
reputation – neglects the specific, targeted signals that a patron can send to reassure particular
allies ex ante. More broadly, the literature on reputation and alliance reliability does not explore
the role of military capabilities as a source of reassurance.
In total, then, very little research has attempted to systematically assess the characteristics
that make reassurance measures desirable in the eyes of allies. Our study aims to fill this gap, and
does so by “bringing capability back in” to the study of alliance reliability.
Determinants of Reassurance
Given the scant academic treatment of reassurance, we begin by offering a precise
definition of how we use the term. International relations theorists have applied the notion of
reassurance in several contexts, but we draw from the work of Jeffrey Knopf and define
reassurance as a “strategy that seeks to influence another actor’s behavior by alleviating a
perceived source of insecurity and/or giving the actor a greater sense of security.”31 Specifically,
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we focus on alliance and security assurances where a patron state promises to defend an ally from
an adversary attack. We focus our discussion and empirical analysis on formal allies, but the
arguments should also apply to less formalized security partners.
Because of the relationship between reassurance and deterrence, we focus on two factors
recognized as bedrocks of deterrence: resolve and capability to better understand the effectiveness
of reassurance.32 Resolve refers to how willing an actor is to use force and accept costs in doing
so, while capability refers to the actor’s ability to effectively bring military force to bear and
impose costs on adversaries. In the literature on reassurance, signaling resolve has received the
lion’s share of scholarly attention. We contend, however, that signaling capability is at least as
important. Moreover, we bring new evidence to bear on the relative importance of the two for
reassuring allies.
Resolve
The first and most studied means of establishing credibility is by signaling resolve, or a
tendency to stand firm in a particular class of crises.33 Resolve can be seen as a function of
numerous characteristics including the state’s past actions34, its domestic political situation35, the
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can be used in the context of nuclear non-proliferation, where assurances often include pledges to not threaten the use
of nuclear weapons against non-nuclear states and pledges to come to the aid of non-nuclear states if they are
threatened or attacked by nuclear weapons. See Knopf, 383-389.
32
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nature of its military deployments, or other actors’ perceptions of the state’s interests.36 Some of
these factors, like a state’s regime type, cannot be actively manipulated – at least in the short-term
– but can have implications for a state’s future behavior. These factors, which Robert Jervis calls
“indices,” can often shape whether allies believe a patron’s security assurances.37
Alternatively, states can communicate credibility using “costly signals,” which are
manipulable but prohibitively costly – either financially or politically – for low-resolve states to
undertake. As a result, leaders are unlikely to issue these signals unless they are highly resolved
and intend to follow through with their commitments. As James Fearon points out, costly signals
can take two forms. States can show their dedication to following through on commitments by
tying their hands by making public promises or threats that would be politically and reputationally
costly ex post to renege on.38 Or, states can sink costs—that is, taking steps that are ex ante costly
such as “burning money” by undertaking expensive military mobilizations that only make sense if
a state is highly resolved.
In the context of security reassurances, patron states often signal resolve by deploying or
stationing military forces in or in the vicinity of an ally threatened by a mutual adversary. These
deployed military forces can signal resolve by both tying the patron’s hands and by demonstrating
its willingness to suffer costs on behalf of its allies. Having forces on allied territory gives the
patron “skin in the game,” as the patron will likely be unable to avoid being drawn in should
conflict with an adversary break out. Once the patron state suffers casualties, it is likely to face
domestic pressure to escalate by intervening more substantially on behalf of its ally. The most
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famous historical example of this logic in practice was the United States Army’s “Berlin Brigade,”
which was stationed in West Berlin during the Cold War. As Thomas Schelling argued, these
troops served not as a war-fighting force capable of repelling a Soviet attack, but rather as a
“tripwire” that, once overrun, would trigger escalation and lead to a larger U.S. response. Indeed,
in describing their purpose, Schelling stated, “Bluntly, they can die. They can die heroically,
dramatically, and in a manner that guarantees that the action cannot stop there.”39
Moreover, stationing forces abroad can generate significant sunk costs for the patron. At
the most basic level, posting troops overseas can allow greater responsiveness during crises, but
also increases operating costs. Deploying personnel far from home shores extends logistics chains
and, in the case of overseas bases, requires militaries to take on tasks like operating schools,
commissaries, and recreation facilities for personnel and their dependents – all of which tend to be
more costly when overseas, even when offset with host-nation support.40 Second, keeping forces
tied down in or around an ally’s territory precludes them from being used elsewhere, which may
force the patron to recruit and pay the salaries of additional troops if it needs to launch operations
in another theater. For instance, during the Vietnam War, Washington continued to station forces
overseas to defend Europe, Japan, and South Korea, boosting the need for conscripted troops.
Third, overseas basing forfeits the economic benefits of hosting military bases domestically. By
investing in costly deployments or overseas basing, patron states demonstrate a significant
commitment in resources to defending an ally.
Existing theories on credible signaling would therefore expect foreign-deployed forces to
demonstrate resolve to the extent that they are relatively permanent – that is, difficult to withdraw
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on short-notice – and that their presence is visible to decision-makers and the public in both the
sending and ally states. The permanence of a military presence is a function of how fixed it is.
Forces that can be easily and quickly moved out of the ally’s territory, like visiting naval vessels,
are less reassuring because they do not tie the patron’s hands as much as large forces or fixed
installations that would take time to withdraw. Visibility is the amount of attention reassurance
measures have among the patron and ally state populations. This is likely to vary with the size,
type, and value of deployment, both in terms of lives and money. A naval ship patrolling the waters
off an ally’s shores or a fighter jet tens of thousands of feet in the air, for instance, is likely to be
less physically visible than a large overseas base that hosts tens of thousands of troops that
regularly interact with the local population, and their deployment also puts fewer lives at risk. A
visible deployment enhances resolve in three key ways. First, the visibility of patron troops can
help assuage nervous decision-makers and citizens in the ally state. Second, when a patron deploys
forces that it values, it sends a signal of commitment by forestalling its ability to deploy them
elsewhere – that is, it sinks costs. Third, by putting a highly visible, highly valuable deployment
at risk of being destroyed, a patron effectively ties its hands into intervening on an ally’s behalf if
it is attacked. The patron state’s domestic audiences are more likely to push for retaliation to the
extent that they are actually aware of the loss of the “tripwire” force, and to the extent that such a
loss is salient.41
Capability
Capability is a less amorphous concept than resolve, as it largely depends on whether a
state has the capacity to repel, attrite, or punish a rival’s aggression. In the context of security
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reassurances, capability is measured in terms of the patron’s forces or warfighting equipment that
can be used in the event of a crisis. While military assets such as troop formations, aircraft, and
ships are an important component of capability, Stephen Biddle and others point out that a state’s
ability to employ these assets operationally is a function not only of material capability, but also
of doctrine and tactics, cohesion and morale, and leadership.42 Many of these factors can be
revealed to the ally’s elite during combined exercises or other demonstrations. If the patron
demonstrates it has the resources and skill to impede a rival’s hostile actions, the capabilities
should reassure an ally.
Patrons can signal capability to an ally in two complementary ways. A patron can deploy
forces on or near the ally’s territory to bolster their ability to impose costs on an adversary. A
patron can also take steps – like prepositioning war materiel, building military or dual-use
infrastructure, and preparing an expeditionary force – that increase its ability to rapidly project
power into the theater. Both approaches, which can be carried out simultaneously, should boost
the patron’s ability to defend an ally. We treat the sender’s military presence as capable to the
extent that it can effectively punish the adversary by destroying what it values (e.g., its cities or
economic centers) or deny it from threatening or seizing allied territory or interests.43 The
requirements for punishment and denial may vary by theater depending on geography and the
nature of the conflict. As a result, the combat effectiveness of a given set of forces – and, in turn,
the way in which one might assess its value for reassurance – will also vary by theater. In Europe,
for example, conflict with Russia would likely entail significant ground combat, giving ground
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forces an important role in reassurance. By contrast, the nature of geography in the Western Pacific
means that land forces would play a less important role relative to naval and air power in carrying
out punishment or denial in a conflict with China.44
To be sure, military deployments can signal both resolve and capability. Dispatching a
military unit to allied territory simultaneously puts skin in the game and sinks costs to project
warfighting power. Deployments of different types of forces, however, can demonstrate similar
levels of resolve, but vastly different degrees of capability. Compare, for instance, the deployment
of a 120-member transportation unit and a similarly sized air defense unit to an ally’s territory. On
one hand, both units feature equivalent levels of skin in the game with roughly 120 troops
potentially in harm’s way, signaling similar levels of resolve. On the other hand, the air defense
unit demonstrates greater capability. Specifically, the transportation unit plays an important role
in sustaining and moving deployed forces, but has little ability on its own to punish or deny an
adversary. In contrast, the air defense unit can play a significant role in denying a rival from
carrying out air operations against the ally’s territory. In sum, variation in the potential capability
associated with different types of military deployments should be salient to defense officials in
ally states and affect perceptions of reassurance. We explore this point in greater detail below.
Rethinking Reassurance: The Underplayed Importance of Capability
Existing research suggests that resolve is a crucial determinant of credible reassurance, but
it says far less about the role of capability in convincing an ally that a patron state will effectively
come to its defense. Broadly speaking, this has been the case for two reasons. The first is the
emphasis on nuclear coercion in many scholarly debates on crisis signaling and alliance defense.
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Cold War-era military planning relied heavily on the threat to use nuclear weapons on allies’
behalf, where discussions of capability often took a backseat to resolve. Alliance leaders
understood the destructive capability of nuclear weapons, but frequently questioned whether their
nuclear-armed patrons would actually use nuclear weapons to defend smaller European states.45
Since the end of the Cold War, however, conventional deterrence and assurance have regained
prominence, in part due to the increased capability of Washington’s conventional military forces
vis-à-vis rivals in the European theater. In this context, a sender must be able to credibly signal
that it has either the capacity to put up a fight using conventional, rather than nuclear forces.46
Second, scholars have long focused on the role of resolve in part because of the intellectual
challenge associated with studying a variable that is not directly observable and is difficult to signal
and measure.47 But while a patron’s aggregate capabilities may be comparatively simple to
measure, its ability to actually deploy them, and the speed with which it is able to do so, vary
enormously across contexts. Thus, a patron’s ability to fight in a given theater – and to reach it
with sufficient forces and quickly enough to make a difference – is equally worthy of study as
resolve given that this capability can shape crisis bargaining and battlefield outcomes.48
We contend that the dearth of study on signaling capability is a major omission. Even if a
state is fully resolved and willing to defend its ally, reassurance means little if the patron lacks the
capabilities to deter or defeat an adversary. Further, capability and resolve are not always one-in
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the-same, and in some cases may even be at odds. In Schelling’s “tripwire” scenario, for example,
the patron state’s military forces stationed in harm’s way demonstrate high resolve, but the
typically small number of troops provide limited warfighting capability. Furthermore, some
capabilities may even undermine perceptions of the sender’s resolve. Pfundstein Chamberlain, for
example, argues that assets that make using and threatening force “cheap” – such as drones and
contractors – do not communicate resolve because they demonstrate little skin in the game.49 Even
without signaling resolve, however, these assets nevertheless provide capability that can impede
or deter an adversary.50
Thus, the relevant question becomes: what is the relative importance of resolve and
capability in convincing allies that a patron’s reassurances are credible? Three additional elements
of the current political and military landscape exacerbate the tension between signaling capability
and resolve. The first are domestic political and fiscal constraints, which can make it difficult for
patron states to credibly promise to go to war on partners’ behalf. Although demonstrating resolve
and skin in the game has traditionally been viewed as a signal of credible commitment, leaders in
patron states frequently face domestic political pressure to minimize the risks associated with
entangling security commitments.51 States have long taken steps to avoid becoming entangled in
conflicts that force them to expend blood and treasure.52 Constrained military budgets and leaders
who sometimes question alliance membership, give allies reason to fear that their patrons will
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abandon them when the going gets tough. Indeed, the United States has pulled troops from Europe
and demanded that its NATO partners take a more active role in providing for regional defense.53
To be sure, states could suffer reputational consequences from reneging on their commitments, but
recent actions – such as Washington’s decision to withdraw from the Trans-Pacific Partnership,
the United Kingdom’s Brexit, and U.S. President Donald Trump’s veiled threats to abandon allies
who do not pay their “fair share” – demonstrate a willingness to defect from international
agreements.
In today’s security environment, reassurance measures that use skin in the game to
demonstrate resolve – like tripwire forces – may no longer signal a credible commitment to allies.
In order to avoid casualties or being drawn into a conflict, patron states might withdraw these
forces at the start of a crisis to prevent them from being used as a tripwire, or look for loopholes
that allow them to avoid aiding an ally should deterrence fail, such as downplaying the loss of the
tripwire forces.54 Indeed, President Trump has questioned the need to honor mutual defense
commitments with allies.55 According to this logic then, allies should perceive a measure that is
difficult to withdraw – like a large permanent base – as signaling the highest levels of reassurance.
The fear of patron state withdrawal ties in with a second factor that heightens the
disjuncture between capability and resolve: the availability of military technologies that allow
states to fight remotely, without putting the lives of friendly troops at risk. Allies that fear a
casualty-averse patron will withdraw small tripwire forces, might be more reassured by measures
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that feature military technologies and tactics that minimize the patron’s risk of incurring casualties.
This form of reassurance increases the capability for military action but simultaneously decreases
a patron’s “skin in the game.” By employing lower-risk capabilities like drones and capitalintensive systems like long-range air defense systems on naval ships positioned further from
enemy territory, patron states can keep their personnel out of harm’s way while still aiding in an
ally’s defense.56 This reduced risk may decrease political roadblocks to following through with
security guarantees and increase the staying power of a patron if conflict erupts.
While some scholars argue that military capabilities that lower the barrier to using force
demonstrate less resolve and make threats and promises less credible by rendering them “cheap,”57
others suggest that systems, like drones, whose loss involves little costs actually provide states
with greater “staying power,” boosting resolve and credibility.58 Similarly, weapons systems that
can be used over great distances may facilitate the patron’s ability to project power without actually
doing much to signal its resolve. Aegis systems, for example, can provide air and missile defense
from afar, whether they are sea- or land-based. If measures that require few sunk costs or tied
hands can credibly reassure allies, our conceptions about what makes for credible signals of
commitment may need to be revised. There is thus both theoretical and practical reasons to expect
that signaling one’s ability to fight is just as important than showing “skin in the game.”
Third, the divergence between signaling capability and resolve has arguably become
particularly acute in the era of “anti-access, area-denial” (A2/AD) capabilities. These include
adversary ballistic and cruise missiles capable of striking friendly bases and naval assets,
submarines that hold aircraft carriers and troop transports at risk, and air defense systems which
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can limit the ability of air forces to operate in certain areas.59 Taken together, these technologies
can make it more difficult for a patron to project power. As a result, a patron must demonstrate the
ability to overcome the adversary’s A2/AD capabilities if it hopes to reassure allies.
At the same time, however, A2/AD creates a tension between the needs of signaling capability and
resolve – or, as Zack Cooper puts it, between “vulnerability” and “visibility.”60 Patron states may
need to forward-deploy military assets to visibly communicate resolve, but doing so puts these
assets at risk of being quickly destroyed by an adversary, thus minimizing their capability to defend
allied states. Indeed, this logic has led some to question the wisdom of forward-deploying
vulnerable forces such as aircraft carriers and land-based aircraft.61 Because of these risks, patrons
may seek to deploy assets like unmanned ships and aircraft that remove their troops from harm’s
way or assets that can be based beyond the reach of a rival’s A2/AD systems. Yet these assets may
not be sufficiently visible to act as a costly signal of the sender’s resolve.62 These tradeoffs will
likely affect both the patron’s calculus on the type of assets to dispatch as reassurance measures
and the ally’s perception of their reassurance value.
A Typology of Reassurance Measures
Based on the logic described above, we conceptualize reassurance measures as varying
along two dimensions: the degrees of resolve and capability they demonstrate. To be sure,
perceptions of resolve and capability are subjective and vary across audiences, so we adopt a
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minimal standard in our classification. We classify measures as demonstrating high resolve if they
are visible, financially expensive to deploy, put lives at risk, and are difficult to quickly redeploy.
Measures which demonstrate high capability are those that show the patron will be able to both
quickly reach the theater of combat and effectively punish the adversary or deny its ability to take
territory. These systems, however, need not be costly to deploy or put a patron’s forces directly in
harm’s way.
We use these classifications to introduce four typologies of reassurance measures that
allow us to more fully examine the determinants of effective reassurance. These typologies update
theoretical conceptions of reassurance by more closely assessing the amount of capability and
resolve associated with each action. A visual depiction can be found in Figure 1. The capability a
given measure signals increases from left to right, while resolve increases from bottom to top. As
we note above, reassurance is context-specific, so the measures included in each quadrant below
are only representative and focus on reassurance in the European context. Further, reassurance
measures are not typically launched in isolation. Patron states often couple various measures as
part of a reassurance strategy. There is, however, policy and theoretical value in identifying the
specific types of reassurance measures that are most effective. Pinpointing the types of measures
that are most effective allows policymakers to better construct reassurance policies and helps
scholars better understand the logics of reassurance. In the following paragraphs we describe each
of our typologies in more detail.
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Figure 1.

Our typology of reassurance measures, with examples based on the European theater in each quadrant. The x-axis represents the
amount of capability signaled, while the y-axis represents the amount of resolve.

Tripwire: High Resolve, Low Capability
The signals in the upper-left quadrant demonstrate high resolve but do little to change the
balance of power. The most notable example of these are tripwires – small contingents of forces
deployed in an allied country. Since Thomas Schelling introduced the term, tripwires have become
among the most-discussed means of signaling resolve in the deterrence literature.63 The logic is
straightforward – by visibly putting the lives of its own soldiers at risk, the sending state ties its
hands. This is especially the case if the tripwire forces are land-based, as these forces are visible
to the local population, making their withdrawal or redeployment more difficult politically
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(although not impossible).64 Reneging on a commitment after a rival kills soldiers, the argument
goes, would severely damage a patron state’s reputation internationally and also lead to domestic
backlash. In addition to the U.S. Berlin Brigade, other formations that have been described as
tripwires include British forces in the Falklands in the years preceding the Falklands War and U.S.
forces stationed along the demilitarized zone dividing North and South Korea.
Tripwires, however, typically signal little capability. Forces stationed directly on allied
territory may be vulnerable to quick destruction in the event of an adversary attack. As Lanoszka
and Hunzeker recently pointed out, there can be a direct tradeoff between concentrating a foreigndeployed force, which provides more fighting power, and dispersing it, which raises the probability
that the tripwire will actually be “tripped.”65 If the sender actually intends to deploy follow-on
forces after an attack, the tripwire may work exactly as planned. Yet, tripwire forces are generally
too small to appreciably change the balance of power, and have little ability to either punish the
adversary by striking it offensively or deny its ability to seize an ally’s territory. Indeed, the U.S.
infantry brigade in Berlin would have been unable to halt an onslaught of East German and Soviet
forces.66 Further, their relatively small size of tripwire forces potentially makes them easier to
withdraw than larger, permanent formations.
Shield: High Resolve, High Capability
In the upper-right quadrant are shields, which not only signal high degrees of resolve but
are capable of sustained fighting. Shields entail a far larger presence than tripwires, and include
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permanent bases and assets like armor, artillery, and air power. As such, much like tripwires,
shields demonstrate high resolve as they are highly visible and put a large number of patron troops
at risk. Further, they demonstrate higher levels of permanence as they are more difficult to redeploy
owing to their size, infrastructure, or equipment. Bases typically host thousands of military
personnel and their dependents, and contain costly infrastructure and equipment that a patron state
might be unwilling to abandon. Even without permanent bases, standalone forces like large
artillery and armor units, can be difficult to redeploy. Unlike sea and air capabilities, these heavy
ground forces are not inherently mobile except by land, and transporting them presents
considerable logistics challenges, particularly when operating within an adversary’s A2/AD
“bubble.”67 Indeed, studies show that even medium-sized Stryker Brigade Combat Teams (SBCTs)
are difficult to move into and out of theater quickly.68
Moreover, shields are meant to be warfighting forces that can inflict punishment on
adversary targets and deny an adversary the ability to take and hold territory. In light of the high
levels of resolve and capability they demonstrate, one would expect shields to be highly effective
for reassurance. Examples of shields include U.S. forces deployed to the Persian Gulf under
Operation Desert Shield in 1990-91, and NATO forces stationed in West Germany during the Cold
War.
Offshore Presence: Low Resolve, High Capability
In the lower-right quadrant are forces stationed out of the country capable of projecting
power into allied territory, or offshore presence. Patrons can attempt to reassure using an “over the
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horizon” posture that refrains from putting forces directly on the ally’s territory but instead stations
them nearby with promises to either rapidly move them into allied territory in the event of a conflict
or to carry out operations – like air and missile defense – from afar.69 An offshore presence
therefore consists of land, sea, or air assets stationed in neighboring countries or operating in
nearby waters and airspace.
An over the horizon approach relies on the promise of quick power projection to reach
allied territory before the adversary has had the chance to overrun the partner state’s military
forces. As a result, the reassurance value of such a posture is enhanced to the extent that the sender
prepares an expeditionary force ready for rapid deployment. This might be accomplished by
exercising quick deployment timelines, strengthening military and dual-use infrastructure like
airfields and ports that can be to receive troops, or by prepositioning military equipment on allied
territory that the patron’s personnel can use. Alternatively, an offshore presence might ever put the
patron’s personnel on allied territory – and feature capabilities that can be used from afar (such as
Aegis air defense systems) or remotely operated vehicles (such as drones). In either case, these
offshore forces might be most reassuring when they provide niche, but important, capabilities that
an ally does not possess in its own arsenal. Keeping an on-shore presence limited may be attractive
to patron states not only because it keeps troops out of harm’s way, but because it can be less
expensive to maintain than an in-country foot print and come with fewer operational risks (like
protests at or terrorist attacks on bases).70
An offshore presence should signal less resolve than shields. It does not tie hands by
physically putting blood and treasure on the ally’s territory, nor does it sink costs ex ante on the
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ally’s behalf because the forces earmarked for the offshore presence are generally not tied down
and can be shifted to other operations. To be sure, adversaries can use A2/AD weapon systems to
hold offshore assets at risk, but the likelihood of broader escalation are arguably lower than those
of deploying troops directly into allied territory. When a patron state’s forces are kept offshore, an
adversary can more easily avoid attacking them, allowing the adversary to decouple the patron and
its ally by only attacking the ally’s forces. Further, attacking a patron’s assets on the high seas or
in a country outside the ally’s territory may represent an escalation threshold that an adversary
may be reluctant to cross.71
Nevertheless, an offshore presence can swing the outcome of a war, as in the case of the
U.S. landing at Inchon during the Korean War where around 75,000 troops that had been amassed
in Japan landed behind North Korean lines to order to quickly recapture the South Korean capital
Seoul.72 An offshore presence was also in effect the one adopted by the United States in the Persian
Gulf region during the 1980s, when it established a “Rapid Joint Deployment Task Force” made
up of forces stationed in the United States that would be quickly mobilized in the case of a Soviet
attack.73 Similarly, during the mid-1970s Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger considered the
possibility of removing U.S. forces from South Korea and using them as a “mobile reserve” which
could respond to contingencies throughout East Asia.74
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Drive-bys: Low Capability, Low Resolve
In the bottom-left quadrant are drive-bys and demonstrations, which do not signal much
capability or resolve. These are essentially limited shows of force, such as port calls by naval
vessels or fly-overs by military aircraft.75 Such signals do little to tie hands, as although they are
visible, they put few lives at risk and are easy to redeploy (indeed, they are intended to be
redeployed). Moreover, because they are only on or near allied territory temporarily, they do little
to sink costs and do not permanently change the balance of power.76 Drive-bys and demonstrations
do, however, offer some strategic benefits. They can signal a state’s ability to rapidly project forces
and can visibly demonstrate a patron’s security commitment to nervous allies.77
In 1946, for instance, the U.S. Navy dispatched the battleship USS Missouri to transport
the remains of the deceased Turkish Ambassador to the United States back to Istanbul. The highly
symbolic deployment of the vessel onboard which Japanese officials had surrendered at the end of
World War II was a form of modern gunboat diplomacy that demonstrated Washington’s force
projection capability in a region threatened by Communist expansionism.78 More recently,
Washington’s used “fly-bys” of nuclear-capable, long-range bombers through South Korean
airspace to respond to North Korean missile tests.79 Like offshore presence, fly-bys and
demonstrations can entail a degree of operational risk. Ships in port are vulnerable to sabotage and
attack, and aircraft conducting fly-bys can be intercepted and shot down. Nevertheless, because
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fly-bys are so temporary an adversary can wait until the demonstration has passed before launching
an attack, allowing a patron to avoid getting dragged into the conflict far more easily than if it had
a permanent, in-country presence.
Empirical Predictions
Foreign-deployed forces can thus be expected to reassure to the extent that they enhance
perceptions of U.S. resolve and capability. Forces that demonstrate high levels of U.S. resolve and
capability should be the most reassuring, while those that demonstrate low levels of both should
be the least. In cases where perceptions of resolve and capability diverge, however, making
empirical predictions becomes less straightforward. Table 1, below, compares our expectations
with those predicted by existing costly signaling logics, which focus primarily on the role of
resolve.80
Table 1. Theoretical Expectations
Reassurance Typology
Shield
Tripwire
Offshore Presence
Drive-bys

Expectation of
Costly Signaling Logic
High(est) Reassurance
High Reassurance
Low Reassurance
Low(est) Reassurance

Our Expectations
High(est) Reassurance
Moderate Reassurance
Moderate Reassurance
Low(est) Reassurance

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS
To assess the degree to which resolve and capability shape perceptions of reassurance
effectiveness, we employ a multi-method approach that layers quantitative evidence from an
original survey of European foreign policy elites with a qualitative case study of reassurance efforts
in Estonia informed by elite interviews and analysis of defense sector reports. The survey provides
insight into the overall pattern of how national security practitioners perceive various potential
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reassurance measures, while the case study allows us to delve more deeply into the rationales
underlying elite perceptions.
Elite Survey
We fielded a survey of foreign and defense policy elites in the Baltics and Central Europe
in May and June of 2020. Our sample consists of 56 respondents and represents seven European
states. We recruited serving defense and foreign ministry officials, military officers, and think tank
analysts via emails that directed them to our online survey.81 Although this is a small convenience
sample, it consists of individuals actively involved in developing and executing the security
policies of states that are on the receiving end of U.S. and NATO reassurance initiatives. Indeed,
over 86-percent of respondents reported holding government, think tank, or security-focused
academic positions when they completed the survey.82 Given respondents’ institutional affiliations
and subject matter expertise, their responses are likely to capture elite perceptions of reassurance
efforts. To be sure, the small sample cautions against drawing sweeping conclusions from the data,
but the survey still reveals meaningful differences in how national security elite view different
reassurance measures.
We first ask respondents to identify whether a tripwire, shield, offshore presence, or driveby “would most effectively reassure [them] of the United States’ commitment to defend [their]
country in the event of a Russian attack.” To more directly tie the survey instrument to real world
policymaking, we ask respondents to select from specific examples of reassurance measures (Table
2), rather the listing the names of the typologies.83 Drawing from our conceptualization of resolve
and capability, we include examples that vary in terms of permanence, visibility, and the ability
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the punish or deny an adversary’s actions. We include two examples of shields given the variation
in the capability and nature of shield reassurance measures.
Table 2. Reassurance Measures by Type
Reassurance Type
Tripwire
Shield
Shield
Offshore presence
Offshore presence
Drive-by

Reassurance Measure
Deployment of 240 U.S. Army infantry soldiers to your country
Permanent U.S. Army base in your country
Deployment of U.S. Army Brigade to your country (2400 armor and infantry soldiers)
U.S. stockpiles military equipment including tanks, armored vehicles, and aircraft in your
country which could be used by U.S. and NATO personnel
Deployment of U.S. Navy destroyers to waters near your country (The destroyers can
intercept ships, missiles, and aircraft).
Frequent U.S. bomber flights and fighter jet patrols through your country’s airspace
(These aircraft can strike targets and intercept aircraft)

As Figure 2 unsurprisingly shows, the most popular choice among respondents was a
permanent U.S. base, with 40-percent of respondents identifying this as their most preferred
reassurance measure. This suggests a combination of factors associated with resolve and capability
shape evaluations of reassurance measures. The other shield measure – a U.S. army brigade – was
the next most common answer (23.6%). In contrast to what existing theories of credible signaling
would predict, few respondents (3.6%) selected the tripwire deployment of 240 American soldiers
as their most-desired reassurance measure. Indeed, respondents were just as likely to select the
tripwire option as they were to select a drive-by demonstration of aircraft that provide little skin
in the game and little warfighting capability. Surprisingly, a larger portion of respondents viewed
an offshore presence in the form of stockpiled military supplies (18.2%) or the deployment of
naval ships (10.9%) as a more effective reassurance measure than tripwire forces stationed in the
ally’s territory. These findings largely align with our theoretical expectation that measures which
demonstrate resolve, but little capability (i.e. tripwire forces), are generally not seen as particularly
reassuring. Deployments that facilitate power projection but signal little resolve (i.e., offshore
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presences) are more desired than traditional costly signaling logic would expect. Indeed, tripwire
force actually appear to be even less reassuring than our original predictions (see Table 1).
Figure 2. Most-Preferred Reassurance Measure

In order to gain a better sense of how respondents ranked the reassurance measures, we
asked respondents to rate “how confident are you that each measure would make your country safe
from Russian aggression[?]” Respondents rate each of the six reassurance measures listed in Table
2 on a five-point Likert scale that ranges from “Not at all safe (1)” to “Extremely safe (5).” We
use safety as a proxy for overall feelings of reassurance. We assume respondents will rate a
measure as making their country safe if they believe both that the United States is willing to use
these forces to defend them and that these forces will effectively deter or defend against Russian
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aggression. In line with our expectations and the findings displayed in Figure 2, shield measures
are seen as providing the most safety, offshore presence measures are seen as providing moderate
levels of safety, while a drive-by and tripwire are seen as providing the least safety to an ally
(Figure 3).
Figure 3. Mean Perceived Safety

To more closely examine the factors that underlie their evaluations of reassurance
measures, we ask respondents to assess the level of resolve and capability they attach to each of
the six reassurance measures. To explore resolve, we ask, “For each measure, if the United States
deployed it to your country today, how confident are you that the United States would be willing
to come to your country’s defense if your country is threatened by Russian aggression in the
future?” Respondents rate each reassurance measure on a five-point Likert scale that ranges from
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“not at all likely (1)” to “extremely likely (5)” that the United States will come to the ally’s defense.
As Figure 4 illustrates, European security practitioners believe the United States is most likely to
aid the ally when shield measures are in place, and less likely to come to the ally’s defense when
the measures demonstrate little permanence – like aircraft patrols or the deployment of U.S. naval
vessels off the coast. Interestingly, tripwire forces are, on average, seen as signaling a greater
degree of resolve – or willingness to intervene on the ally’s behalf – than other measures (aside
from a permanent base or brigade). Despite this, national security practitioners in allied states
generally do not view tripwires as a particularly effective or desirable reassurance measure. This
suggests other factors must be at work – namely, perceptions of capability.
Figure 4. Mean Perceived Willingness to Intervene
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According to the argument laid out above, perceptions of capability should influence
whether a patron’s efforts are viewed as reassuring. To study this, we ask, “If the United States
deployed it to your country today, how confident are you that each measure would be capable of
defending your country if your country is threatened by Russian aggression in the future?”
Respondents rate the capability of each reassurance measure on a five-point Likert scale that ranges
from “not at all capable (1)” to “extremely capable (5).” As Figure 5 unsurprisingly illustrates,
large-scale shield measures – like a permanent U.S base and a U.S. Army brigade – are seen as the
measures most capable of defending allied states. Offshore presence measures including the
prepositioning of military equipment and the deployment of U.S. naval vessels are also seen as
providing considerable combat capability. The deployment of 240 American soldiers to an ally’s
territory, however, is not viewed as capable. This makes sense given that a relatively small unit
would be hard pressed to deny or punish Russian forces that attack an ally.
Figure 5. Mean Perceived Capability
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Although the small sample size limits the conclusions that can be drawn from these data,
they provide support for our argument. Capability appears to matter just as much as – if not more
than – resolve in shaping the perceived effectiveness of reassurance measures. Indeed, the
preferences of national security practitioners on the receiving end a patron’s reassurances seem to
more closely align with their perceptions of capability than of resolve. The same measures that
respondents viewed as the most capable were also regarded as the most reassuring, but the same
was not true of resolve; despite seeing tripwires as the third-best signal of resolve, for example,
respondents saw them as the least reassuring overall. In sum, these survey findings suggest that
even if a reassurance measure demonstrates resolve, it must also showcase capability in order for
ally national security elite to view it as effectively reassuring.
Qualitative Evidence: Reassuring Estonia
To generate deeper insights, we pair our survey data with a case study of NATO and U.S.
reassurance toward Estonia. Estonia represents a useful case for theory testing for three key
reasons. First, Estonia has requested and received significant security assurances from the United
States and NATO, many of which fall neatly into our typologies. This allows us to compare how
Estonian officials perceived the various assurance measures. Second, Estonia has actively sought
security guarantees from western states since the fall of the Soviet Union. The passing of nearly
three decades provides temporal variation in the intensity of the threat environment and the types
of assurances provided. Third, security guarantees from its NATO partners are critical to Estonian
national security by virtue of its bordering Russia, its primary threat, making Estonia a most-likely
case for our argument that capability is an important determinant of assurance credibility. Estonia’s
military capabilities are dwarfed by those of Russia, and the state has previously been victim to
Russian-backed hostilities. Estonia therefore represents a sort of worst-case scenario. If we do not
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find evidence that capability matters in the Estonia case, we are unlikely to see it in cases where
an ally faces a weaker threat. Our case study draws from analysis of past U.S. and NATO
operations in the Baltic region and in-depth interviews with current and former senior Estonian
and American officials, including Undersecretaries of Defense and Ministers of Parliament, who
were responsible for formulating security policies.
Case Overview
After gaining independence in 1991 at the end of the Cold War, Estonian policymakers
sought to ensure that their country would never have to stand alone against Russia.84 To this end,
Estonia pursued military ties with the United States and NATO, joining the U.S. Partnership for
Peace initiative in 1994 and declaring NATO membership an explicit goal in its 1996 National
Defense Concept. Although Estonia missed the first round of enlargement in 1999, NATO put
Estonia on the path to membership by allowing it to join the Membership Action Plan in 1999,
which gave Estonia a list of requirements it needed to meet on the path to accession. Ultimately,
Estonia was granted membership in 2002, and formally joined the organization in 2004. During
this period, Estonia deployed troops as part of the NATO mission in Afghanistan, and was among
the few countries to contribute personnel to the U.S.-led “coalition of the willing” in the Iraq War.
Estonian leaders hoped that gaining a reputation as a loyal ally would make the United States more
inclined to defend Estonia in a confrontation with Russia.85
Following a period of relative calm in relations with Russia, events in mid-2000s
intensified Estonian threat perceptions. First, in 2007 Russian hackers launched a series of
cyberattacks on Estonian internet infrastructure after Estonia’s government removed a Soviet-era
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statue from a prominent downtown location in the capital city of Tallinn.86 The following year, the
Russo-Georgia War confirmed the fears of Estonian officials about Russia’s willingness to use
force in its “near abroad.”87 Although NATO’s force posture did not change in the immediate
aftermath of Russia’s invasion of Georgia, Estonian officials increasingly lobbied other members
to take the Russian threat more seriously, and the country adopted a military strategy based on
territorial defense using conscripted and militia forces.88 In addition to strengthening domestic
military capabilities, some Estonian officials continued to press for the stationing of NATO forces
on Estonian territory, a move that many Estonian officials considered to be politically impractical
at the time. Some politicians feared the stationing of NATO troops would lead to significant host
nation support requirements, while others thought a NATO presence would be unpopular among
ethnic Russian members of the Estonian population.89 Indeed, Estonians even criticized officials
like then-Estonian defense minister Urmas Reinsalu who called for American boots on the ground
during a think tank conference held in January 2014.90 Further, NATO members, including the
United States, demonstrated little interest in posting forces in the Baltics since the “additional
permanent stationing of substantial combat forces” in the region would violate the 1997 NATORussia Founding Act.91
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Estonian leaders, however, intensified their calls for NATO and U.S. security guarantees
after Russia’s annexation of Crimea in March 2014. Many Estonian policymakers viewed
Moscow’s incursion into Crimea and Eastern Ukraine as signaling a greater threat to the Baltics
than the 2008 invasion of Georgia.92 As a result, they called on the United States and NATO to
increase military support and add muscle to NATO’s Article V mutual defense commitment.
Specifically, Estonian defense officials requested additional NATO fighter aircraft to defend
Estonian airspace and the deployment of ground forces into Estonian territory.93 These requests,
which seemed unrealistic just months earlier, quickly helped inform subsequent U.S. and NATO
planning efforts.
The invasion of Ukraine also drastically shifted defense planning in the United States. The
2014 Quadrennial Defense Review, drafted prior to the invasion of Crimea, characterized
Washington’s relationship with Moscow as one that allowed for significant security cooperation.94
Following the invasion, however, Washington’s efforts quickly shifted to reassuring allies and
partners in Central and Eastern Europe. As a first step, the United States deployed a company
(about 150 troops) to each of the Baltic States on a rotational basis and deployed an additional six
F-15C fighter jets to Lithuania to support Baltic Air Policing, a NATO initiative that had helped
guard the airspace of the three Baltic States since 2004.95 More broadly, the United States launched
its European Reassurance Initiative (ERI) and Operation Atlantic Resolve in June 2014. According
to senior U.S. officials involved with its planning, ERI was initially intended to be a short-term
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effort to signal U.S. commitment. The initiative boosted multinational exercises, deployed
conventional and special operations forces to train with European militaries, and funded
construction efforts that prepared facilities like military airfields to support contingency
operations.96 Notably, initial efforts were not primarily aimed to serve a warfighting function by
matching Russian capabilities.97 Instead, ERI efforts were intended to serve as a political signal of
commitment that was highly visible and symbolic – to show “skin in the game.”98 One of the U.S.
officials responsible for putting together the first round of ERI, for example, described the initial
effort as a “one-and-done.”99
Estonian policymakers continued to press for U.S. and NATO support beyond the U.S.
fighter jets and rotational companies in light of heightened Russian aggressiveness in the Baltic
Sea region. In the months following its invasion of Ukraine, Moscow deployed warships off the
coast of the Baltic states, flew military aircraft near and into Baltic airspace, conducted large-scale
exercises near the Estonian border, interfered with the laying of underwater electricity cables
between Lithuania and Sweden, and deployed advanced weapons including S-400 long-range airdefense systems and Iskander-M ballistic missiles to the region.100 Leaders of NATO states
publicly voiced commitment to defending the Baltics from these threats. During a visit to Tallinn
just prior to the September 2014 NATO Summit in Wales, President Obama announced that the
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“defense of Tallinn and Riga and Vilnius is just as important as the defense of Berlin and Paris
and London[,]” and that Estonia’s “independence will always be guaranteed by the strongest
military alliance the world has ever known.”101 To that end, NATO doubled the strength of its
Baltic Air Policing efforts and established an air policing base in northwest Estonia.102 NATO also
announced plans to enhance its ground presence throughout the Baltics.
While Estonian officials sought the permanent basing of U.S. or NATO troops in their
country, reassurance efforts were limited to rotational deployments of forces. Additionally, NATO
increased the size of the NATO Response Force (NRF) – designed for quick deployment into
active combat zones – to around 30,000 troops, and created the Very High Readiness Joint Task
Force, a smaller “spearhead” force of about 5,000 service members within the NRF that could
deploy within 48 hours in the event of a contingency.103 Separately, the United States began
rotating an additional armored brigade combat team (ABCT) through Europe. While permanently
based in the United States, the ABCT was temporarily deployed for exercises and training to many
Northeastern Flank countries including Estonia.104 The U.S. Army also prepositioned additional
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stocks of military equipment throughout Europe, including in Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands,
and Poland.105
In 2016, NATO took additional steps to bolster its military presence in Northeastern
Europe. At its Warsaw Summit in July that year, NATO announced that the U.S. company
deployed in 2014 would be supplanted in 2016 by larger formations of troops deployed to Estonia
on six-month rotations under NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence (eFP) initiative.106 Under the
plan, which NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg described as the “biggest reinforcement
of…collective defense since the end of the Cold War, ” a battalion of 500 British Army troops
would be deployed to Estonia supported by two additional companies of NATO troops.107
Additional eFP battalions containing just over 1,000 forces were likewise deployed to Latvia,
Lithuania, and Poland, for a total strength of just under 5,000. Each battalion is multinational in
composition, but built around a “framework nation” that contributes the bulk of the forces – the
United Kingdom for Estonia, Canada for Latvia, Germany for Lithuania, and the United States for
Poland.108
While the eFP battalions are designed to enhance host countries’ capability to defend
themselves in the event of attack, their broader function is to act as a tripwire that would trigger
NATO intervention and to buy time for reinforcements to arrive. Yet many observers questioned
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the ability of the VJTF and NRF reinforcements to repel an attacking force.109 As a result, since
the Warsaw Summit, NATO has directed much of its attention toward ensuring that reinforcements
can arrive quickly once the tripwire has been tripped. The cornerstone of this effort was the NATO
Readiness Initiative (NRI), announced as part of the July 2018 NATO summit in Brussels. The
NRI was built around what U.S. Defense Secretary James Mattis called the “Four Thirties” – a
plan to pool together an additional thirty heavy or medium maneuver battalions, thirty major naval
ships, and thirty air squadrons, available for use in battle within thirty days, that would be on top
of existing forces in the NRF.110 By mid-2019, about 75% of the force requirements had been
fulfilled, and in February 2020 the United Kingdom committed a carrier strike group to the NRI.111
In addition to the deployment of military forces, the United States has also provided military aid
and training, and sold military equipment to Estonia.112 At the same time, allies have helped build
and modernize infrastructure including dual military and civilian use ports, airfields, and railroads
that could be used to support military operations.113

109

Martin Zapfe, “Deterrence from the Ground Up: Understanding NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence,” Survival
59, no. 3 (2017): 152–53; Luik and Praks, “Boosting the Deterrent Effect of Allied Enhanced Forward Presence,”
11–12.
110
“NATO Readiness Initiative,” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, June 2018,
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2018_06/20180608_1806-NATO-ReadinessInitiative_en.pdf; Hans Binnendijk, “NATO Must Adopt Readiness Initiative to Deter Russia,” Atlantic Council
(blog), July 2, 2018, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/nato-must-adopt-readiness-initiative-todeter-russia/.
111
“NATO Defence Ministers Approve New Space Policy, Discuss Readiness and Mission in Afghanistan,” North
Atlantic Treaty Organization, June 27, 2019, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_167181.htm; George Allison,
“UK Commits Carrier Strike Group to NATO Readiness Initiative,” UK Defence Journal, February 18, 2020,
https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/uk-commits-carrier-strike-group-to-nato-readiness-initiative/.
112
“U.S. Security Cooperation With the Baltic States,” United States Department of State, June 11, 2020,
https://www.state.gov/u-s-security-cooperation-with-the-baltic-states/.
113
“Rail Baltica Finances,” Rail Baltica, accessed June 27, 2020, https://www.railbaltica.org/about-railbaltica/finances/; Jennifer Aldridge, “European Reassurance Initiative Projects on Track in Estonia, throughout
Europe,” U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, September 26, 2016,
http://www.nau.usace.army.mil/Media/NewsStories/tabid/11485/Article/955123/european-reassurance-initiativeprojects-on-track-in-estonia-throughout-europe.aspx.

43

Reassurance Effectiveness
To assess which of these measures have been – or would be – most effective at reassuring
Estonian elites, we rely on two types of qualitative evidence. We draw from interviews with current
and former government officials and defense policy experts and documentary evidence.
Specifically, we analyze media analysis and reports produced by Estonia’s premier think-tank
focused on issues of defense and foreign policy, the International Center for Defense and Security
(ICDS). 114 The ICDS reports are valuable as the think tank maintains close ties with the Estonian
Ministry of Defense, helps train senior Estonian defense and foreign ministry officials, and uses
its reports to offer policy recommendations to NATO and allied policymakers.115 As a result,
ICDS reports should reflect elite Estonian preferences. In both the interview and primary source
data, we look for evidence on which factor Estonian elites weigh more heavily: capabilities
necessary for the defense of Estonia or signals of resolve that tie NATO and U.S. hands in the
event of Russian attack.
Interviews with current and former Estonian defense and foreign policy officials provide
support for our argument that signals of capability are just as important as signals of resolve.
Consistent with our expectations, members of the Estonian national security elite indicated that
they would be most reassured by U.S. and NATO measures that combined the deployment of
capabilities that provide a potent shield or off-shore presence with a hand-tying presence of NATO
forces directly on Estonian territory. Indeed, many policymakers explained that the most effective
reassurances were those that would deter Russian aggression by increasing the costs Moscow
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would face in carrying out hostile acts. One former Estonian Undersecretary of Defense
emphasized the link between deterrence and reassurance when he bemoaned, “I don’t like the term
reassurance…Don’t use [the term] reassurance. It is always about deterring another
country…When you use ‘reassurance’ the object of the [patron’s] action changes. The target is no
longer the adversary but the allies.”116 Given this perspective, Estonians focused on the warfighting
capability of reassurance measures, rather than just the presence of foreign troops in their territory.
While policymakers emphasized the importance of having NATO (and ideally U.S.) forces
present on Estonian soil as a signal of resolve that tied patrons’ hands in the event of a Russian
attack, they were unanimous in stressing that a tripwire was not sufficient. Instead, they preferred
deployments of forces that could actually serve a useful warfighting function. This logic led many
policymakers to point to desirability of a large, in-country presence capable of fending off Russian
attack. Yet several noted that such a force posture might not be feasible for both political reasons
– namely NATO’s reluctance and fear of antagonizing Russia – and practical reasons – namely
that space for training and exercising is quite limited in the Baltics.117 As one senior Estonian
defense official put it: “Our wish list is longer that what is generally delivered.”118
Because securing a large permanent NATO or U.S. footprint in Estonia appears unrealistic,
most interview subjects emphasized the importance of NATO and the United States having the
ability to rapidly deploy large numbers of offshore reinforcements in the event of conflict, coupled
with the prepositioning of equipment that these reinforcements or local forces could use to even
the balance of conventional military power between NATO and Russia.119 Even more common
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was the emphasis that subjects placed on securing deployments of air, missile, and maritime
defense systems, as policymakers regarded these as the main shortfalls in Estonia’s indigenous
capabilities. Estonia’s defense minister, for instance, explained that the Baltic states had “very
weak air defense capabilities” and that air defense was a “priority area” for military
development.120 Air, missile, and maritime defense capabilities were viewed as essential to
neutralizing Russia’s A2/AD capabilities, and to ensuring that NATO reinforcements could
actually reach Estonia intact in the event of a crisis.121 Indeed, outside of the 100-kilometer wide
Suwalki Gap land border between Poland and Lithuania, NATO forces can only travel to the Baltic
countries by air or sea where they are exposed to Russian air and sea power.
In addition to viewing shield and offshore measures as a means of leveling military
capabilities vis-à-vis Russia, Estonian policymakers emphasized measures that would allow for a
more immediate response to Russian aggression. Estonian officials were cognizant that complex
logistics chains and the consensus-based nature of NATO decision-making could delay the arrival
of follow-on NATO reinforcements. Interview subjects were confident the Estonian Defense Force
coupled with the eFP battalion could buy time and delay Russia’s ability to overrun the country,
but that these forces are ultimately not capable of repelling a major Russian invasion.122
Specifically, Estonia’s defense planning envisions a period of sustained partisan warfare amid
Russia’s occupying much of the country, an effort that would entail a heavy human and financial
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toll. 123 Ultimately, however, ejecting Russian forces from Estonia would require reinforcements.
Before the arrival of these additional forces, however, a patron’s deployment of specialized
capabilities like offshore air defense units or armed drones could immediately bolster the
warfighting capacity of existing forces. One former Estonian Undersecretary of Defense argued
that an ally’s deployment of “these military capabilities improves the effectiveness of tripwire
forces” and is critical to reassuring Baltic governments and deterring Russia.124 Another top
Estonian defense official explained, “The trend among decisionmakers is to focus on specialized
capabilities where the footprint is smaller but brings added value that has strategic capability. This
helps support the local force structure and acts as a bridge before the arrival of follow-on forces.”125
In sum, the capability to immediately respond to and delay a Russian advance is of the essence to
avoid a scenario in which NATO reinforcements arrive only after the Russians have secured
control over large parts of Estonia. As a senior defense official put it, in such a scenario, “I don’t
know if I will be left to be liberated.”126
The documentary evidence echoes policymakers’ strong emphasis on capabilities – both
in-country and offshore – that we observed in the interviews. The nine ICDS reports on security
in Northeastern Europe published between 2014 and 2020 generally did not regard tripwires as
sufficient because the defense of the Baltic region relies on conventional warfare against a large
military that could rapidly overwhelm local defenses and present NATO decisionmakers with a
fait accompli. As a result, preparing to fight a conventional war on or near the first day of hostilities
is essential to both effective deterrence and defense. The reports therefore emphasize: (1) having
a capable in-country fighting force that can put up resistance (as one report put it, the NATO

123

Interview with Estonian defense analyst, May 28, 2020.
Interview with former Undersecretary of Defense Policy, June 21, 2018.
125
Interview with serving Senior Estonian Ministry of Defense Official, May 12, 2020.
126
Interview with serving Senior Estonian Ministry of Defense Official, May 12, 2020.
124

47

presence should be more a “speedbump” than a “tripwire”127); (2) keeping a force at high readiness
and with the capacity for rapid reinforcement via prepositioning or follow-on forces; and (3) the
importance of air, sea, and missile defense capabilities to ensure that NATO forces can reach and
operate in the Baltics despite Russia’s “anti-access, area-denial” capabilities.
We coded each report based on whether it specifically emphasized the value of the
following NATO or U.S. capabilities: (1) an in-country tripwire; (2) an in-country force capable
of putting up a fight in the event of Russian attack; (3) prepositioned equipment; (4) an offshore
force capable of quickly providing reinforcements; (5) air and missile defense; and (6) sea
defense.128 To be sure, most of the reports (6 of 9) emphasized the importance of having NATO
forces present on Estonian soil as a tripwire. All nine reports, however, emphasized the importance
of NATO deploying or positioning forces that close capability gaps between the Estonian and
Russian militaries. All six reports that identified the importance of tripwire forces, for example,
also recommended that NATO maintain either sufficient capability in Estonia to put up a fight
against Russian forces or a sizeable offshore force capable of providing rapid reinforcement, or
both. Just as many (6 of 9) emphasized the importance of NATO and the United States
prepositioning military equipment in Estonia that reinforcements could make use of. Most reports
similarly highlighted the role of NATO air, missile, and maritime defense capabilities as being
essential to protect these reinforcements from being intercepted en route by Russian missiles or
Russia’s Baltic Fleet.129 Indeed, of the nine reports, one was exclusively devoted to issues of
missile and air defense, and another to maritime defense.
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In total, these findings depart from a pure costly signaling logic of reassurance. While the
demonstration of resolve is important to signal the credibility of reassurances, so too is the
deployment of military capabilities that can counter adversary aggression. In short, military
capability – specifically those that provide niche capabilities that bolster the ability to deny or
punish Russian forces – is essential to credibly reassure Estonian policymakers. An Estonian
official who previously led the country’s coordination with NATO suggested that reassurance
measures that signal both resolve and capability can most effectively assuage multiple audiences
in an allied state. On the resolve front, tripwire forces “don’t add much muscle, but the civilian
elite understand that it is for political deterrence.”130 In other words, politicians and the public
believe that these small forces prevent a patron from sitting aside as their ally is overrun. On the
capabilities front, military and defense policymakers seek out specific capabilities that bolster
warfighting potential vis-à-vis potential rivals. Critically, these capabilities need not put large
numbers of a patron’s forces directly in harm’s way to bolster the effectiveness of reassurance. Air
defense systems can be deployed on naval ships off shore (i.e. Aegis-equipped destroyers) and
prepositioning warfighting materiel in allied territory can resupply allied troops or allow
reinforcements to deploy more rapidly.
CONCLUSION
This paper examines the factors that make alliance security reassurances credible, and
demonstrates that signaling military capability is just as important as signaling resolve—and in
some cases more so. We contribute to the body of scholarly research on crisis signaling and
security assurances by first introducing four typologies of reassurance measures that vary in
capability and resolve: tripwires, shields, offshore presence, and drive-bys. To assess the
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effectiveness of these measures, we then layer data from an original survey fielded on European
national security practitioners with a detailed case study of U.S. and NATO assurances to Estonia.
The empirical analysis allows us to unpack the role of resolve and capability in determining
whether an ally considers its patron’s efforts as reassuring. Our mixed-method approach yields
strong evidence that military capability affects perceptions of reassurance far more than existing
theories predict.
In contrast to what most existing theories suggest, our findings show that capability often
matters just as much – if not more – than resolve to the state being reassured. Rather than simply
hosting a token tripwire force that demonstrates resolve, elites in frontline NATO states preferred
the deployment of military capabilities that provide sufficiently robust means to defeat or deter
Russian aggression. The desired capabilities may vary across states depending on the threat
environment and military strength of the client state, but our findings suggest that warfighting
potential matters just as much as resolve in dictating the credibility of a security assurance. These
findings help advance scholarly work on crisis signaling and reassurance. Although measures can
signal both resolve and capability simultaneously, a demonstration of resolve need not signal
capability, and vice versa. The findings therefore help expand our understanding of the relative
importance of each of these factors.
Notably, our findings stand in contrast to what was conventional wisdom during the Cold
War. The U.S. reliance on nuclear weapons meant that its capability to punish an adversary or
deny its advances could be taken for granted but its resolve to use that capability was allimportant.131 The contemporary era, by contrast, is defined by greater U.S. reliance on
conventional forces for deterrence and reassurance, as well as by the challenges to power
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projection presented by “anti-access/area-denial capabilities.”132 Thus, allies desire reassurance
signals that demonstrate and facilitate the United States’ capacity to quickly project power and on
their behalf.
The findings yield important implications for policymakers who design and implement
reassurance strategies. As a start, increased dialogue and transparency between allies and patrons
might help reconcile the divergent interpretations of the effectiveness of reassurance measures.
Some of our interviews indicated a divergence in perceptions of reassurance effectiveness among
officials in the patron state and those in the allied states. For instance, some senior U.S. officials
suggested that the reassurance value of American presence came not from their military utility but
from the visibility of U.S. “skin in the game” and the speed at which American enhanced its
reassurance measures in the aftermath of Russia’s invasion of Crimea.133 This stood in contrast to
Estonian officials, who generally focused on the deterrent and warfighting capability of
reassurance measures. Although these differences have seemingly narrowed, both patrons and
recipients would be served well by continued engagement when designing and implementing
reassurance measures. Moreover, the idea that signaling resolve and capability may be at odds
should serve as caution against the idea of a “one-size-fits-all” approach to reassurance,
particularly in an era defined by “anti-access/area-denial” capabilities that make forward-stationed
forces highly vulnerable. Instead, policymakers may face a tradeoff between demonstrating resolve
through forward-stationing and maintaining adequate capabilities by stationing forces out of range
of adversary missiles.134
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Our argument and findings also suggest several pathways for future research. First,
scholars might test the generalizability of our findings beyond the European context. The military
capabilities needed to conventionally deter adversaries vary across states and theaters, meaning
that measures that reassure allies in one context might not reassure allies in another. Additional
research could test our logic among U.S. allies in other regions like East Asia, for example, where
naval power plays a more central role in military planning. Or, scholars could explore whether the
logic applies to patrons other than the United States. Further, future work could explore whether
and how reassurance between treaty allies differs from reassurance between less formalized
security partners. Although we expect our logic to apply in both cases, capability might be even
important among non-treaty partners who do not benefit from the normative commitments
associated with formal defense treaties.
Second, future work might more deeply examine the perception of reassurance measures
across different members of an ally’s population. Are there differences in how elites and members
of the general public view the credibility of a patron’s efforts? If so, what shapes these differences
and how, if at all, do they impact policymaking? Third, scholars might find ways to examine the
factors rivals consider when assessing a patron’s reassurance measures. For instance, does a rival
worry more about a patron’s resolve or capability? Such an effort could help further synthesize
research on reassurance and deterrence, revealing the conditions under which the requirements for
the two converge or diverge. Ultimately, this research will help both practitioners and scholars
better understand the determinants of effective reassurance, and has broader theoretical and policy
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implications for crisis signaling in an era where emerging technologies and shifting geopolitical
conditions demand a reevaluation of existing, dominant logics.
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