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The principal mission performed by 
Western military forces during the 
Cold War was to deter the Soviet 

Union from attacking their homelands. 
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union 
this mission was replaced by the more chal-
lenging one of managing the disorder ema-
nating from internal wars, terrorism, and 
efforts to acquire or develop weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD). Instead of pre-
venting Western adversaries from acting, 
the principal post-Cold War challenge has 
been to persuade, coerce and, on occasion, 
force them to change their behaviour. Co-
ercive diplomacy (CD) has become central 
to these efforts. Between 1990 and 2005, 
Western states used CD on 37 occasions 
to stop military aggression, the spread of 
WMD and terrorism, but they have proved 
bad at translating their overwhelming mil-
itary superiority into coercive diplomacy 
successes. Only five lasting successes 
have been achieved and the purpose of 
this article is to introduce CD, provide an 
overview of Western CD since 1990 and 
explain why CD is so hard. 

What is CD?
CD is a crisis management strategy that is 
employed when persuasion and diplomacy 
fails. It is employed in order to avoid or 
limit the use of force. CD uses threats 
and limited use of force to influence ad-
versaries to stop or undo actions already 
undertaken. It is an influence strategy that 
is intended to obtain compliance from the 
adversary without defeating it first. 

Full-scale force, on the other hand, aims 
at defeating the adversary. It does not seek 
to influence but to control by imposing 
compliance upon the adversary by de-
priving it of any say in the issue at hand. 
The 2001-02 Afghanistan War illustrates 
this difference. The United States initially 
threatened to attack the Taliban regime 
unless Osama bin Ladin and other key Al 
Qaida leaders were handed over and their 
training camps closed. Non-compliance 
then led to American air strikes on key 
military installations coupled with threats 
of escalation. In the first phase of the war, 
the United States refrained from attacking 
the Taliban frontlines and from providing 
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direct military support to the Northern 
Alliance, the Afghan groups that were 
fighting the Taliban. It also, unconvin-
cingly, offered to leave the Taliban regime 
in place if it complied with US demands. 
When the United States became convinced 
that compliance was not forthcoming, it 
escalated its use of force to defeat the Ta-
liban. At that stage CD failed because the 
threshold between limited and full-scale 
force was crossed.

When does CD succeed?
While different lists of success condi-
tions have been proposed, it is generally 
agreed that a successful CD strategy at a 
minimum must include and accomplish 
three things: 

1.  Potent threats – the coercer must threaten 
to make the costs of non-compliance un-
bearable.

2.  Credible threats – the opponent must be 
convinced that non-compliance will trig-
ger threat execution.

3.  Credible assurances – the opponent must 
be convinced that compliance will not 
trigger new demands.

Elsewhere I have formulated the so-called 
ideal policy predicting that CD will fail 
against highly committed military ag-
gressors, WMD proliferators and (sponsors 
of) terrorists unless it contains (Jakobsen 
1998, 2006):

1.  A credible threat of force to defeat the 
opponent or deny him his objectives 
quickly with little cost.

2.  A deadline for compliance.
3. Credible assurances to the adversary 

against future demands.
4.  An offer of carrots for compliance.

The logic behind these requirements 
is straightforward. A credible threat of 
swift military defeat/denial of objectives 
is expected to be necessary because the 
adversary is highly committed and likely 
to perceive vital interests to be at stake. A 
deadline is required to signal resolve and 
minimize the scope for delaying tactics. 
Assurances and carrots serve to build trust 
and to reduce compliance costs.

Implementation of the ideal policy does 
not guarantee success. Failure may still 
result due to misperception, miscalculation 
or a preference for military defeat rather 
than compliance. The latter may be rational 
if compliance is expected to result in loss 
of power anyway. The point is that CD is 
guaranteed to fail if the ideal policy is not 
implemented. This expectation is gene-
rally borne out in the 37 CD exchanges 
presented below.

Measuring success
CD succeeds when the communication of a 
threat or the use of limited force produces 
adversary compliance with the coercer’s 
demands. Non-compliance equals failure. 
Four factors complicate the task of mea-
suring success. First, coercers may settle 
for partial compliance or reduce their de-
mands in the negotiation process that CD 
involves. This creates a need to determine 



31

KUNGL KRIGSVETENSKAPSAKADEMIENS HANDLINGAR OCH TIDSKRIFT        

4-20074-2007

whether the coercer has achieved its prin-
cipal objectives.

Second, it may be difficult to determine 
whether compliance was caused by threats 
of pain or promises of gain. When threats 
are coupled with inducements, it is neces-
sary to determine whether compliance in 
part resulted from fear of the stick. If that is 
not the case coercion has not taken place. 

Third, the price of success must be 
considered. Ideally, coercion should not 
be required at all to solve disputes. But if 
the threshold from persuasion to coercion 
is crossed, the degree of successfulness 
is negatively correlated to the amount of 
coercion (and inducement) required for 
compliance. When the threshold between 
limited and full-scale force is crossed, CD 
fails. Compliance obtained without the 
use of force will hence be operationalised 
as “cheap” successes in the cases below. 
Compliance obtained by limited use of 
force will be coded as “costly” succes-
ses, whereas escalation to full-scale force 
counts as failure. Note that the limited/full-
scale threshold is not based on the number 
of bombs dropped but on whether the ad-
versary remains a voluntary agent capable 
of organized resistance. For CD to succeed, 

the opponent must decide to comply at a 
time when it is capable of fighting on.

Finally, it is important to distinguish 
between tactical/temporary and strategic/
lasting success. As is clear from the tables 
below, Western use of coercion has often 
resulted in tactical/temporary successes 
followed by new acts of non-compliance.

Western CD to counter aggression, 
WMD and terrorism in 1990-2005
The tables list cases where Western co-
ercers have employed explicit threats, 
sanctions and/or limited force to counter 
military aggression, WMD acquisition 
and terrorism. Cases involving implicit 
threats and show of force such as the crises 
between the United States and China over 
Taiwan have consequently been excluded. 
The interpretation of the cases is based on 
the information provided in the studies 
listed at the end of the article.

This literature shows that CD primarily 
has been employed to stop and undo acts 
of aggression. A total of 21 CD exchanges 
have taken place between Western states 
and various aggressors in eight different 
conflicts (see Table 2). Twelve exchanges 
ended in failure, five resulted in temporary 

 

 

Strategies Diplomacy CD War 

Instruments Persuasion and 

inducements  

Threats, sanctions 

(and inducements) 

Limited force (and 

inducements) 

Full-scale force 

Price of 

success 

CD  

unnecessary 

Cheap lasting CD 

success 

Costly lasting CD 

success 

CD failure 

 

Tabell 1. Measuring success
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Location Demand Adversary Coercive strategy** Outcome 

Iraq  

Round 1 
1990-1991 

Withdraw from Kuwait Iraq - sanctions 
- threats of force 
- deadline 

Failure; escalation to 
limited force 

Round 2 
January-February 1991 

Withdraw from Kuwait 
and leave heavy 
weapons behind 

Iraq - sanctions 
- limited use of force 
- deadline 

Failure; escalation to 
full-scale force 

Slovenia 

1991 

End aggression Serbia (Yugoslavia) - sanctions 
- deadlines 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Failure; compliance 
not caused by coercion 

Croatia  

1991-92 

End aggression Serbia - sanctions 
- deadlines 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Failure; compliance 
not caused by coercion 

Bosnia  

Round 1 
June 1992 

End shelling of 
Sarajevo airport and 
interference with relief 
operation 

Serbia and the Bosnian 
Serb Army (BSA) 

- weak military threat  
- sanctions 
- deadline 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Temporary success 

Round 2 
August- November 
1992 

End aggression and 
interference with relief 
efforts 

Serbia and the BSA - weak military threats  
- no-fly zone 
- tighter sanctions 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Failure 

Round 3  
April 1993 

End aggression and 
sign peace plan 

Serbia and the BSA - weak military threats 
- threat to arm 

Bosnian forces 
- tighter sanctions 

Failure 

Round 4 
August 1993 

Withdraw forces from 
positions overlooking 
Sarajevo 

Serbia and the BSA - weak military threats  
- deadline 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Failure; appeasement 
not coercion 

Round 5 
February 1994 

Withdraw heavy 
weapons from Sarajevo 

Serbia and the BSA - credible military 
threats  

- deadline 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Temporary success 

Round 6 
April 1994 

Stop offensive; 
withdraw from 
Gorazde 

Serbia and the BSA - limited use of force 
- threats of escalation 
- deadline 
- assurances 

Temporary success 

Round 7 
August-September 
1995 

Stop attacks and cease 
military activities, 
withdraw heavy 
weapons 

Serbia and the BSA - limited use of force 
- deadline 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Costly success 

Haiti  

Round I 
1991-92 

Step down and restore 
president to power 

Haitian military - ineffective sanctions 
 

Failure 

Round 2 
1993- April 1994 

Step down and restore 
president to power 

Haitian military - more sanctions 
- deadline 

Failure 

Round 3 
May- September 1994 

Step down and restore 
president to power 

Haitian military - credible military 
threat 

- deadline 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Cheap success 

Somalia 

Round 1  
1992- May 1993 

End fighting and 
interference with relief 
operation; hide 
weapons 

Somali clans - threats and limited 
use of force 

- deadlines 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Temporary success 

Round 2  
June-October  
1993  

End fighting, disarm 
and hand over power to 
representative councils 

Somali clans - threats and limited 
use of force 

 

Failure; escalation to 
full-scale force  

Table 2.  Western use of coercive diplomacy to stop/undo acts of aggression 1990-2005
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Haiti  

Round I 
1991-92 

Step down and restore 
president to power 

Haitian military - ineffective sanctions 
 

Failure 

Round 2 
1993- April 1994 

Step down and restore 
president to power 

Haitian military - more sanctions 
- deadline 

Failure 

Round 3 
May- September 1994 

Step down and restore 
president to power 

Haitian military - credible military 
threat 

- deadline 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Cheap success 

Somalia 

Round 1  
1992- May 1993 

End fighting and 
interference with relief 
operation; hide 
weapons 

Somali clans - threats and limited 
use of force 

- deadlines 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Temporary success 

Round 2  
June-October  
1993  

End fighting, disarm 
and hand over power to 
representative councils 

Somali clans - threats and limited 
use of force 

 

Failure; escalation to 
full-scale force  

Iraq 

1996 

Withdraw from Iraqi 
Kurdistan 

Iraq - attack with 44 cruise 
missiles* 

- expansion of no-fly 
zone 

Costly success 

Kosovo  

Round 1  
June 1998 

End violence, start 
negotiations, withdraw 
forces 

Serbia  - sanctions 
- weak military threats 
- deadline 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Failure 

Round 2 
September – October 
1998 

End violence, withdraw 
some forces, accept 
deployment of observer 
force 

Serbia  - sanctions 
- credible military 

threats 
- deadline 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Temporary success 

Round 3 
February-March  
1999 

Give NATO access 
throughout Serbia; 
withdraw from 
Kosovo, accept 
referendum on 
independence  

Serbia  - sanctions 
- credible military 

threats 
- deadline 

Failure 

Round 4 
March-June 1999 

End violence, withdraw 
from Kosovo, accept 
peace plan  

Serbia  - sanctions 
- limited use of force 
- deadline 
- inducements  
- assurances 

Costly success 

* Unilateral US attack. All other cases are coalitional. 

** Italic indicates implementation of the ideal policy 

successes followed by new acts of non-
compliance, three resulted in costly lasting 
successes requiring limited use of force, 
and only one resulted in a lasting cheap 
success in which compliance was obtained 
without a shot. The ideal policy identifying 
the minimum requirements for success was 
only implemented in six exchanges, all 

of which resulted in temporary or lasting 
successes.

Western governments have sought to 
stop four WMD programmes during the 
period. Nine CD exchanges ended in four 
temporary successes followed by subse-
quent non-compliance, two failures, one 
cheap success and two exchanges were 
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ongoing at the time of writing (see Table 
3). In none of the cases were the ideal 
policy implemented, as it proved impos-
sible to use force to deny the adversary’s 
objectives quickly with little cost. While 

-  

Location Demand Adversary  Coercive strategy Outcome 

Iraq 

Round 1  
1992-93 

Stop violating the no-
fly zones and 
obstructing UN 
inspections 

Iraq - sanctions 
- limited use of force 

Temporary success 

Round 2  
December 
1997- February 
1998 

Stop obstructing UN 
inspections 

Iraq - sanctions 
- credible military threats 
- deadline 

Temporary success 

Round 3 
November 1998 

Stop obstructing UN 
inspections 

Iraq - sanctions  
- credible military threats 
- inducements 

Temporary success 

Round 4 
2002-2003 

Declare all WMD 
programmes, plants, 
and materials; 
cooperate with UN 
inspectors 

Iraq - economic sanctions 
- air strikes 
- credible military threats 
- threats of regime change 
- deadlines 

Failure; partial Iraqi 
compliance triggers 
US-led escalation to 
full-scale force 

Libya  

Round 1  
1992-1997 

End WMD 
programmes; cease 
terrorist activities; 
hand over terrorist 
suspects; provide 
compensation  

Libya - sanctions 
- weak threats of force 
- threats of regime change 
 

Failure 

Round 2 
1997-2003 

End WMD 
programmes; cease 
terrorist activities; 
hand over terrorist 
suspects; provide 
compensation 

Libya - sanctions 
- implicit threats of force 
- carrots 
- assurances 
 

Cheap success 

North Korea 
 
Round 1 
1993-1994 

Freeze nuclear 
programme 

North Korea - US sanctions 
- threats of UN sanctions and 

force 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Temporary success  

Round 2 
2002- 

End nuclear 
programme 

North Korea - US sanctions 
- indirect threats of force 
- inducements 
- assurances 

?; ongoing 
negotiations 

Iran  

2002- 

End nuclear 
programme 

Iran - weak threats of sanctions and 
force 

- deadlines 
- inducements 

?; ongoing 
negotiations 

 

Table 3.  Western use of coercive diplomacy to stop WMD programmes 1990-2005 

explicit threats of force were not employed 
during the negotiations, which led to 
Libyan compliance in 2003; assurances 
against Iraqi-style regime change proved 
crucial for success.
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and the Taliban on three occasions and 
one cheap success was obtained against 
Libya. Implementation of the ideal policy 
produced a temporary success in round 1 
against Pakistan.

Finally, Western states used CD against 
state sponsors of terrorism and Al Qaida on 
nine occasions (see Table 4). It is difficult 
to tell whether it had any effect against 
Iraq and Sudan, it failed against Al Qaida 

Location Demand Adversary  Coercive strategy** Outcome 

Libya  

Round 1  
1992-1997 

End WMD programmes; 
cease terrorist activities; 
hand over terrorist suspects; 
provide compensation  

Libya - sanctions 
- weak threats of force 
- threats of regime change 
 

Failure 

Round 2 
1997-2003 

End WMD programmes; 
cease terrorist activities; 
hand over terrorist suspects; 
provide compensation 

Libya - sanctions 
- implicit threats of force 
- carrots 
- assurances 

Cheap success 

Iraq 1993 Stop targeting the US Iraq - attack with 23 cruise 
missiles* 

? 

Sudan 1998 Stop support and use of 
terrorism 

Sudan and Al 
Qaida 

- UN and US sanctions 
- attack with 6-7 cruise 

missiles* 

Sudan?; Al 
Qaida failure 

Afghanistan  

Round 1 
1998-2001 

Stop support and use of 
terrorism; hand over Osama 
bin Ladin 

Taliban and Al 
Qaida 

- attack with 60-70 cruise 
missiles* 

- sanctions 

Failure  

Round 2 
September-
October 
2001 

Stop support and use of 
terrorism; hand over Al 
Qaida leadership 

Taliban and Al 
Qaida 

- sanctions 
- credible threats of force 
- deadline 
- inducements 

Failure; 
escalation to 
limited force 

Round 3 
October 
2001 

Stop support and use of 
terrorism; hand over Al 
Qaida leadership; accept 
power sharing arrangement 

Taliban and Al 
Qaida 

- sanctions 
- use of limited force and 

threats of escalation 
- deadline 
- inducements 

Failure; 
escalation to 
full-scale force 

Pakistan  

Round 1 
2001 

End support for Taliban; 
support US war against 
Taliban regime 

Pakistan - threats of sanctions and 
force* 

- deadline 
- inducements 
- assurances 

Temporary 
success 

Round 2 
2004-? 

End support for Taliban; 
support US counter-
insurgency in Afghanistan 

Pakistan - diplomatic pressure and 
inducements 

Failure 

 
. 

Table 4.  Western use of coercive dipolomacy to stop (support for) terrorism 1990-2005

* Unilateral American use of coercive diplomacy. All other cases are coalitional
** Italic indicates implementation of the ideal policy.
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Why CD is hard
Several factors complicate the use of CD 
and some of them are inherent in the nature 
of the strategy and in attempts to use it to 
counter aggression, terrorism and WMD 
acquisition. The difficulties are further 
compounded by practical challenges relat-
ed to the design of the ideal policy.

Inherent difficulties
CD is tough because the requirements for 
success are contradictory. To succeed the 
coercer must frighten and reassure the ad-
versary at the same time. It must create fear 
of uncontrollable escalation and a sense of 
urgency in the mind of the adversary and 
convince it that compliance will not lead 
to further demands in the future. It is no 
easy task to use threats or limited force 
without hardening the adversary’s moti-
vation to resist, and equally hard to offer 
inducements and assurances to prevent this 
without appearing weak.

That success ultimately rests on percep-
tual, psychological and emotional factors 
adds to the difficulty. Since success hinges 
on cooperation from the adversary, there is 
always a risk that misperception or miscal-
culation will defeat even a well-executed 
strategy meeting all the requirements for 
success. Adversaries finding themselves 
in what they may perceive as no-win sit-
uations will be prone to wishful thinking. 
That this was the principal reason why 
CD failed to persuade Saddam Hussein to 
withdraw from Kuwait prior to the start of 
the fighting cannot be ruled out.

The likelihood that this might happen 

is enhanced by the fact that compliance 
requires a visible change in behaviour 
- withdrawal of military forces or termina-
tion of a nuclear programme. Compliance 
may consequently not only be perceived 
as humiliating, it may also be positively 
dangerous for the adversary’s leaders since 
surrender may be perceived as a betrayal 
and trigger attempts to overthrow them by 
democratic or military means. Standing up 
to the coercer may also make the leadership 
more popular since the use of coercion 
may produce a rally-around-the-flag effect. 
History shows that populations and groups 
tend to unite behind their leaders in times 
of crisis or war; even unpopular leaders 
may benefit from this effect.

In addition to these complications that 
apply to the use of CD in general, its use 
to counter aggression, terrorism and WMD 
pose special problems of their own. These 
cases are especially hard, because such 
adversaries are fully aware that force might 
be used to stop them. Most adversaries 
fearing hostile military responses will 
be deterred from resorting to force or 
terrorism or embarking on a high-cost, 
high-risk gamble to acquire WMD. Ad-
versaries engaging in such behaviour are 
likely to perceive their vital interests as 
threatened and regard the issues at stake 
in zero-sum terms. As a consequence, the 
room for compromise that CD requires for 
success may simply not exist. This will 
almost certainly be the case if the coercer 
is demanding regime or leadership change, 
as was the case in Haiti, Afghanistan and 
in the crisis preceding the 2003 Iraq War. 
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Leaders fearing for their hold on power or 
their lives have little incentive to comply 
unless they are faced with certain defeat 
and offered very juicy inducements such 
as golden exiles. The American ability to 
do this paved the way for the cheap suc-
cess in Haiti in 1994, but it is unlikely to 
be possible very often. Similarly, threats 
and limited use of force will not impress 
terrorists willing to die for their cause.

Finally, the political scope for offering 
inducements to such adversaries may be 
very limited. Offers of inducements to 
aggressors, state sponsors of terrorism, ter-
rorists and actors pursuing WMD usually 
trigger accusations of appeasement and 
moral sell-outs.

Practical problems
A good understanding of the adversary’s 
mindset, interests, and decision-making 
process is required to devise an effective 
strategy. In addition, actionable intelligen-
ce is necessary to target the adversary’s for-
ces, bases and WMD installations. A poor 
understanding of the adversary and lack 
of intelligence has been a major obstacle 
limiting the effectiveness of Western CD 
in the post-Cold War era. These problems 
have been particularly acute with respect to 
terrorist groups and the Iranian, Iraqi and 
North Korean nuclear programmes.

Second, adversary reliance on asymmet-
ric strategies such as guerrilla warfare or 
terrorism also complicates the use of CD 
by making it hard to threaten and, if need 
be, defeat the opponent’s military strategy 
quickly with little cost. Actors, be they 

states or non-state actors, adopting such 
strategies offer few high-value targets to 
destroy or hold at risk and deny Western 
forces the ability to rely on air power to win 
quickly with little cost. As a consequence, 
threats and use of force either have little 
utility or require high-risk operations in-
volving ground troops over an extended 
period of time. The effectiveness of guer-
rilla strategy with respect to neutralizing 
Western military superiority is illustrated 
by the success of the insurgents in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. The cases summarized 
above demonstrate that the ability to deny 
Western forces quick low-cost victories 
have a strong deterrent effect upon Western 
decision makers in crises and conflicts that 
do not threaten their vital interests.

A third problem stems from the difficulty 
of verifying compliance with respect to ter-
rorism and WMD. It is very hard to verify 
whether a state stops covert support for 
terrorist activities, whether terrorist groups 
cease from engaging in terrorist activities 
or whether states or non-state actors stop 
clandestine efforts to acquire WMD. This 
has been a problem in all the WMD and 
terrorist cases listed above.

Fourth, it is hard to coerce several 
opponents with conflicting interests simul-
taneously. This problem will often be pre-
sent when CD is used to manage internal 
conflicts where several parties are fighting 
each other. Western decision makers faced 
this problem in Bosnia and Kosovo where 
the parties fighting the Serbs on several 
occasions resisted Western attempts to 
find diplomatic solutions and sought to 
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it can stop and reverse acts of military ag-
gression, terrorism and attempts to acquire 
WMD with limited or, at the best of times, 
no use of force. While CD is a low-cost 
strategy when it succeeds, failure may be 
very costly as the coercer then faces the 
grim choice of backing down or executing 
his threat. Sadly, the strategy’s potential 
for peaceful conflict resolution has only 
been realized in two (Haiti and Libya) of 
the 37 CD exchanges listed in this article. 
Five lasting successes in 37 attempts is 
hardly an encouraging success rate, and it 
underlines the principal conclusion drawn 
in the literature: that it is a high-risk, hard-
to-use strategy.

CD generally succeeds when the West-
ern states meet the requirements of the 
ideal policy framework: (1) make credible 
threats of force and/or use limited force to 
defeat the adversary’s objectives quickly 
with little cost; (2) issue deadlines for com-
pliance; (3) offer inducements; and finally 
(4) offer assurances that compliance will 
not trigger new demands. Since Western 
strategies rarely meet these requirements, 
the principal source of failure is not mis-
perception, miscalculation or irrationality 
on the part of Western adversaries, as it is 
often claimed. The main problem is that 
the Western states either lack the will or 
the ability to threaten and use force in 
the manner prescribed by the ideal policy 
framework, or conversely, when the will-
ingness and ability to do so exist, they fail 
to couple the stick with adequate induce-
ments and credible assurances.

The prospects of cheap lasting success 
are highest when the coercer is willing to 

persuade Western states to help them defeat 
the Serbs instead. 

The Western preference for coalitional 
CD represents a final problem. While 
coalitional CD holds a number of advan-
tages in terms of burden sharing, enhanced 
legitimacy and increased isolation of the 
adversary, these advantages may be offset 
by the difficulty of creating consensus on 
the need to threaten and use force. Since 
CD is a high-risk and potentially high-
cost strategy, states tend to free ride and 
refuse to put their troops in harm’s way 
in conflicts that do not threaten national 
security. As a consequence, coalitional 
consensus on the need to threaten and use 
force usually requires the presence of one 
or more great powers that are willing to 
take the lead and bear most of the costs 
in blood and treasure that the use of force 
involves (Jakobsen 1998: 138-139).

Even with effective great power leader-
ship coalitional CD may lack the necessary 
credibility in the eyes of the adversary. 
Disagreements within the coalition may 
convince the adversary that the coalition 
will either fall apart once the battle has 
been joined or fail to escalate the use of 
force sufficiently to make non-compliance 
too costly. Belief that they would be able 
to undermine coalition unity by engaging 
in counter-coercion and propaganda cam-
paigns probably play a role in Saddam 
Hussein’s and Slobodan Milosevic’s refu-
sals to withdraw from Kuwait and Kosovo 
without a fight.

Conclusion
Policy makers are attracted to CD because 
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Saddam Hussein, and credible assurances 
that regime change would not be pursued 
were key in the successful negotiations 
that coerced Libya to terminate its support 
for terrorism and its nuclear programme. 
Similarly, it is hard to see the regimes 
in North Korea and Iran giving up their 
nuclear programmes as long as they have 
good reason to believe that the United 
States is seeking their overthrow.

While the Libyan case suggests that 
coercion coupled with skilful use of assur-
ances and inducements can coerce states 
to end WMD programmes, the prospects 
of success look considerably less bright 
with apocalyptical terrorist groups, like 
Al Qaida. The principal problem here 
is not unwillingness to use inducements 
and assurances, but lack of feasibility. 
Such groups are hard to locate and target 
militarily, engaged in a zero-sum struggle 
and willing to die for their cause. Against 
these actors it is only possible to use CD 
indirectly to coerce state sponsors and 
less radical terrorist groups to stop their 
cooperation with Al Qaida and affiliated 
groups.

It is in short unlikely that CD will have 
a higher rate of success in the foreseeable 
future than it has enjoyed since the end of 
the Cold War. Western governments will 
simply not be able to meet the requirements 
for success very often. Western policy 
makers would therefore be well advised 
to strive harder to prevent the need for CD 
from arising in the first place.

go all the way and escalate to full-scale 
force. Yet Western decision makers lacked 
the willingness to do so in most CD ex-
changes during the 1990s and the problem 
did not go away after September 11. It 
continues to apply to most contemporary 
conflicts that are unrelated to the war on 
terrorism. Western governments remain 
extremely reluctant to threaten and use 
force credibly to end armed conflicts on 
the African continent, for example, pre-
ferring to leave the management of these 
conflicts to the UN and Africa’s regional 
organizations. As was the case in the 1990s 
CD will only be employed effectively to 
counter aggression in conflicts that pose no 
direct threat to Western security, provided 
that the prospects of military success are 
high and the risk of casualties low. 

The problem is the opposite when West-
ern states use CD to counter terrorism 
and WMD acquisition. In these conflicts 
September 11 has made a huge difference. 
After the fall of the Taliban and Saddam 
Hussein, few actors engaged in terrorist 
and WMD activities are likely to doubt 
Western resolve with respect to threatening 
with and using force. In these conflicts the 
principal problem from a CD perspective 
is that Western decision-makers tend to 
see these confrontations in zero-sum terms 
and make demands that give the adversa-
ries little incentive to comply. American 
demands for regime change made CD 
success next to impossible to obtain in 
the confrontations with the Taliban and 
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