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Abstract 

This research note reports views on nuclear deterrence, coercion, and non-use norms from 

surveys of current and former U.S. national security officials and American international 

relations (IR) scholars.  It finds that both groups hold relatively optimistic views on these key 

issues.  Majorities express confidence that nuclear weapons are useful for deterrence but are 

skeptical that a nuclear arsenal can translate into coercive foreign policy success. Respondents 

are also confident that the nuclear taboo constrains countries from using nuclear weapons in a 

first strike, but the intensity varies by the country in question.  Although limited, the results 

demonstrate overlap between academics and policymakers on key nuclear concepts.  To the 

extent that experts hold these topline nuclear views that can influence their decision-making, 

teaching, and research.  The results also point to a common tension in thinking about deterrence 

against conventional attack and norms constraining nuclear first use.  Taken together, the 

findings provide a baseline for future research on experts’ views.   
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This research note reports views on nuclear deterrence, coercion, and non-use norms 

from surveys of 320 current and former U.S. national security officials and 1,232 American 

international relations (IR) scholars. Majorities accepted the basic mutual assured destruction 

(MAD) position that an assured nuclear second-strike capability reduces conflict and is useful for 

deterrence, but were skeptical that such an arsenal translates into coercive foreign policy 

success.1  Ideology did not have a significant effect on these strategic views, a notable finding 

during a time of political polarization.2  National security officials were less likely to be familiar 

with the nuclear taboo than MAD.  Those that were familiar with the nuclear taboo and IR 

faculty were confident that it constrains countries from using nuclear weapons in a first strike.  

The level of confidence varied by the country in question.  Policymakers and IR faculty were 

much more likely to believe that norms constrained America’s democratic allies than non-

democratic rivals.  While there are differences in policymaker and IR faculty views, what is most 

noticeable is the degree of overlap.     

The small number of questions and inability to present key tradeoffs limit the ability to 

draw inferences.  The results are nevertheless useful for at least two reasons.  First, they provide 

one of the largest assessments of national security experts’ nuclear views to date. There are 

excellent studies that assess public opinion regarding nuclear weapons using rigorous approaches 

(Rathbun and Stein, 2019; Sagan and Valentino 2017; Press et al 2013; Tomz and Weeks 2013; 

Ripberger et al., 2011; Post and Sechser, n.d.).   “The public, however,” notes Reid Pauly (2018, 

156), “is not empowered to make decisions about the use of nuclear weapons.”  Public opinion 

can influence leader decision-making (Tomz et al, 2019), but government officials and experts 

                                                      
1 I use “coercion” and “compellence” interchangeably to contrast with deterrence.  Properly defined, coercion 

encompasses deterrence and compellence. Art and Greenhill, 2018.  
2 I thank an anonymous reviewer for raising this point.  
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can also shape public opinion on a number of issues (Guisinger and Saunders, 2017).  Survey 

experiments assessing public attitudes toward nuclear use often vary details of government 

reports or officials’ views in vignettes.  A smaller set of survey analyses includes expert views, 

but examines small numbers of government officials or experts outside national security 

policymakers and IR faculty (Ko 2018; Herron and Jenkins-Smith 2002; DeNardo 1995).  This 

research note complements both groups of studies.  In doing so, it contributes to future 

assessments of the degree to which the complexities of nuclear strategy do or do not lead the 

public to different conclusions than scholars and practitioners.  It can also inform discussions on 

the utility of assessing theories of nuclear politics across different groups.   

Second, while these results are perceptions of nuclear statecraft, to the extent that 

policymakers and scholars believe nuclear weapons influence politics this way, that can shape 

their decision-making.  As Robert Jervis (1984:38) points out, the limited empirical base for 

nuclear strategy means that on many important questions “there is no reality to be described that 

is independent of people’s beliefs about it.”  Beyond direct involvement in the policy process, 

scholars can play a role through generating and communicating knowledge to the public and 

current and future leaders.   

The rest of this note first briefly reviews several nuclear arguments and how each would 

expect experts to view nuclear deterrence, coercion, and non-use norms. It then discusses the 

survey pool and questions. The third section presents the results, including a brief discussion of 

the relationship between respondent characteristics and views on these nuclear issues. The final 

section discusses some implications.   

Nuclear Arguments 
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 The terms nuclear revolution, nuclear optimism, and MAD are frequently used 

imprecisely or interchangeably. All variants, though, argue that an assured retaliatory capability 

reduces the likelihood of conflict. The logic is simple: the prospect of nuclear retaliation imposes 

costs beyond any potential gains from fighting (Jervis 1989; Waltz in Sagan and Waltz, 2013). 

Hence Brodie’s (1946, 76) oft-quoted phrase: “Thus far the chief purpose of our military 

establishment has been to win wars. From now on its chief purpose must be to avert them. It can 

have almost no other useful purpose.”  While an assured second-strike ability may prevent an 

opponent from using nuclear weapons or launching a major conventional assault, it will be less 

useful at coercing an adversary to change their behavior or give in to demands (Jervis, 1989; 

Sechser and Fuhrmann 2017; Art and Greenhill 2018).   

MAD focuses on mutual vulnerability, but the core logic can extend to situations when 

only one side possesses deliverable nuclear weapons. In those circumstances, the prospects of 

nuclear retaliation should deter all but the most committed nonnuclear states. In a less-quoted 

footnote in Brodie’s (1946:85n) classic, he asserted that “certainly a monopoly of atomic bombs 

would be a sufficiently clear definition of superiority to dissuade the other side from accepting 

the gage of war unless directly attacked.” 

In sum, if MAD is generally accepted, we should observe experts expressing confidence 

that mutual vulnerability reduces conflict, that nuclear weapons deter nuclear and conventional 

attacks, but that an assured second-strike capability is not particularly useful for coercion. 

There are a number of challenges to MAD. The stability-instability paradox (SI-paradox) 

argues that MAD is so effective at deterring nuclear strikes that states engage in conventional 

and other forms of low-level conflict confident that neither side will escalate to nuclear use 

(Snyder 1965; and the discussion in Bell and Miller 2015).  Stability at the strategic nuclear level 
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leads to greater instability at lower levels of violence.  One can amend the claim to argue nuclear 

stability permits, but does not promote, low-level instability. Miller (1994, 599) captures both 

possibilities, writing that “even if nuclear arms can maintain strategic stability, they do not 

preclude – and may even make more likely – lower levels of violence.” 

If the SI-paradox is generally accepted, experts should express confidence that nuclear 

weapons deter nuclear attacks.  They should be skeptical that mutual deterrence reduces conflict 

and that nuclear weapons deter conventional attacks by one nuclear state against another. There 

should be a marked difference between deterring nuclear and nonnuclear opponents. In the latter 

case, there is not stability at the nuclear level because only one side has nuclear weapons. 

A third strand of argumentation agrees with MAD that a second-strike ability can deter 

but adds that it can also coerce opponents. According to these arguments, the specter of nuclear 

annihilation can compel adversaries to give in to demands (e.g., Pape 1996).  Coercive threats 

can even succeed against another nuclear opponent. Success will go to the side with the greater 

resolve or willingness to take risks during the confrontation. The effects will be especially 

pronounced when one side has nuclear superiority or a damage-limitation capacity against the 

other (Kroenig, 2018).  

If the nuclear coercion view is generally accepted, then we should see little difference in 

views on the deterrent and coercive abilities of robust nuclear arsenals. Coercion may not be 

effective, or even attempted, in the absence of superiority, though (Kroenig 2018). The survey 

did not assess superiority in mutual nuclear relationships, but it did ask respondents if they 

believed nuclear weapons could coerce nonnuclear opponents. If superiority is critical to success, 

then we should see respondents express more confidence that an assured destruction arsenal can 

coerce a nonnuclear opponent than a fellow nuclear opponent. 
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Next, a broad set of nuclear pessimist arguments concede that nuclear weapons induce 

caution, but are skeptical that MAD promotes peace.  At the root of this critique is their 

contention that deterrence theory relies on a unitary rational actor assumption absent in the real 

world.  Once that assumption is relaxed, problems for deterrence quickly emerge.  Domestic 

politics and cognitive biases can cause otherwise credible threats to fail (Smith, 2003, 162-164; 

Lebow and Stein, 1987).  Complex nuclear systems can elude central control and raise the risk of 

accidents and inadvertent nuclear war (Sagan in Sagan and Waltz 2013).3  

Experts should express doubts regarding the overall pacifying effects of MAD if they 

accept the nuclear pessimist arguments.  The predictions for deterrence are indeterminate. As 

noted, most pessimists agree that nuclear weapons induce caution but highlight factors that can 

lead to deterrence failure.  Nuclear pessimists generally share the expectation with MAD that 

few respondents will be confident that nuclear weapons coerce opponents.   

Normative arguments seek to go beyond strategic cost-benefit approaches. One of the 

most important claims is that norms arose over time proscribing nuclear use (Tannenwald 2007; 

Paul 2009).  Norms are shared standards of acceptable and unacceptable behavior for specific 

actors (Tannenwald, 2007).  Though norms have a recursive quality that generally deepens over 

time, the nuclear non-use norm faces pressure in the current international environment 

(Tannenwald 2018).  Scholars disagree on the precise terminology for nuclear non-use norms.  

Paul (2009, 9) labels the non-use norm a “tradition … an informal social norm” while 

Tannenwald (2007, 59) calls it a taboo, “a de facto non-use norm with a strong moral 

component.” Yet as Paul (2010, 856) notes, both “traditions and taboos are socially driven 

                                                      
3 Pessimists also identify civil-military pathologies that can lead to preventive war against nascent nuclear arsenals 

and failures to construct survivable forces.  The survey asked about assured second-strike arsenals and so cannot 

assess these mechanisms.  
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patterns of behavior.”  The difference is that “traditions like the non-use norm are not so strong 

that humans accept them blindly to the degree they do taboos” (ibid 854).4  I use both terms but 

focus on the shared claim that norms constrain states from using nuclear weapons in a first strike.  

There is also no consensus on the degree to which the non-use norm influences specific 

countries.  Some argue it constrains the United States and other democracies more than non-

democracies (Tannenwald 2007).   

There are two primary mechanisms by which the nuclear non-use norm operates.  First, a 

reputational logic posits that leaders eschew nuclear use for fear of incurring backlash at the 

international, domestic, or individual levels (Paul 2009, 25-37; Tannenwald 2007 48-50; Pauly 

2018).  This incorporates an appreciation of external costs, but “relies heavily on a belief about 

what other actors consider appropriate and acceptable.” (Pauly 2018, 167).  A second mechanism 

focuses directly on an identity and moral component in which nuclear use is seen as intrinsically 

wrong (Tannenwald 2007 50-52; Pauly 2018).  Not using nuclear weapons can constitute and 

affirm an actor’s identity.  

These normative non-use mechanisms are distinct from deterrence, military utility, and 

precedent logics for non-use.  Deterrence arguments focus on the potential for nuclear retaliation.  

Military utility highlights brakes on nuclear use from factors such as battlefield complications or 

conventional alternatives.  Precedent proponents cite fears that nuclear use will encourage other 

states to use or acquire nuclear weapons (Press et al. 2013; Pauly, 2018; Davis Gibbons and 

Lieber 2019).  The precedent logic includes an element of shared expectations (Tannenwald 

2007, 55).  It is nonetheless discrete because it focuses on non-reputational costs.  Leaders may 

                                                      
4 Some studies adopting the tradition label focus exclusively on a precedent mechanism; I follow Pauly (2018) and 

disaggregate the pathways.  
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also fear the costs if other actors emulate policies perceived as successful independent of 

collective standards.  

The key normative non-use claim has implications for deterrence and coercion.  The role 

that mutual assured retaliatory capabilities play in reducing conflict is indeterminate.  On the one 

hand, constraining nuclear use reduces the fear of enduring nuclear strikes.  On the other hand, 

proponents argue that by socializing deterrence over use, nuclear non-use norms “stabilize 

mutual deterrence” (Tannenwald 2007, 371).  Deterrence of nuclear strikes is consistent with 

normative non-use arguments.  Norms can condition leaders to accept this as the appropriate role 

for nuclear weapons (Tannenwald 2007, 18-19, 45) and nuclear retaliation in response to a 

nuclear strike is not a violation of a norm against first use.  Non-use norms will undercut 

deterrence against conventional attacks because deterrence threats in those cases rely on the 

prospect of first use.  For the same reason, one would expect coercion to be ineffective.   

If experts generally accept the nuclear taboo, they should express confidence that it will 

constrain a state from using nuclear weapons first.  To the degree that respondents differentiate 

between democracies and autocracies, this supports arguments that highlight the importance of 

regime type.  The prediction for reducing conflict is indeterminate, but deterring nuclear strikes 

is consistent with these arguments.  Respondents should report that possession of nuclear 

weapons is of limited utility in deterring conventional attacks and coercing opponents.    

Proponents of strategic accounts are skeptical norms figure prominently in state behavior 

or simply do not incorporate it into their explanations.  As such, these arguments would expect 

respondents to have little confidence that nuclear non-use norms constrain nuclear first-use.  

Table 1 summarizes the basic expectations from each set of arguments. 
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< Table 1 about here > 

Survey Descriptions 

 The national security policymaker survey was conducted from November 20, 2017 to 

January 24, 2018 (policymaker survey). It identified national security officials that served during 

the Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and/or Barack Obama administrations. The specific offices 

and positions changed over time (e.g., there was no Department of Homeland Security during the 

Clinton administration), but the survey incorporated positions focused on analyzing and making 

national security policy in the Departments of Defense, Homeland Security, Justice, and State as 

well as the Central Intelligence Agency, National Security Council, Office of the Director of 

National Intelligence, and the United States Arms Control and Disarmament Agency. Contact 

information was found for up to 1,689 national security policymakers.5  The response rate for the 

nuclear questions was 320 (~19%).   

< Table 2 about here > 

Policymakers were asked two sets of nuclear questions. Respondents randomly received 

the MAD or Taboo questions first to guard against the sequence of the questions influencing the 

responses.6 Within each series, policymakers were first asked if they were familiar with the 

underlying theory. If they answered yes, they received a series of questions asking about their 

confidence in nuclear deterrence, coercion, and the taboo.  

                                                      
5 See the Online Appendix for discussion and questions.  
6 There were no statistically significant differences at p < .05 in responses based on question ordering. However, the 

mean for policymakers assigned “United Kingdom and France” that received the taboo question after the MAD 

question (mean = 3.65 n = 51) was slightly higher and close to being statistically different using a two-tailed t-test 

with unequal variance (p = .07) from those that received it before the MAD question (mean = 3.31 n = 32). Those 

assigned “Russia and China” after the MAD questions (mean = 2.60 n = 43) had similar response rates and averages 

(p = .89) as those that received it before the MAD questions (mean = 2.63 n = 51). I omit “Don’t Knows” when 

reporting means.  
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For the taboo questions, I utilized a simple survey experiment that randomly assigned 

respondents one of two country pairings: Russia and China or the United Kingdom and France. 

These countries are most likely candidates for the nuclear taboo to exercise a constraint.  The 

Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) recognizes each as a nuclear weapon state and there is a 

long time period for nuclear non-use norms to have taken root within each and the international 

community. 

The Teaching, Research, and International Policy faculty survey aims to identify 

international relations scholars “employed at a college or university who have an affiliation with 

a political science department or school of public policy and who teach or conduct research on 

issues that cross international borders.”7 The results in this article are from the 2017 survey that 

identified 4,949 U.S.-based IR scholars (IR faculty survey) conducted from October 5 to 

November 10, 2017. A total of 1,232 (~25%) responded to the nuclear deterrence questions.   

< Table 3 about here > 

 The IR faculty survey did not ask for familiarity with the MAD or Taboo arguments. 

Instead, it asked all respondents their confidence in nuclear deterrence, coercion, and the nuclear 

taboo. As a result, the lead-ins were slightly different, but the question wording and response 

options were otherwise the same as the policymaker survey.  IR faculty were randomly assigned 

into one of three groups for the taboo question: 1) Russia and China; 2) the United Kingdom and 

France; or 3) the United States.  

Results 

                                                      
7 “Faculty Survey” https://trip.wm.edu/home/index.php/surveys/faculty-survey; also Maliniak et al. 2011.   

https://trip.wm.edu/home/index.php/surveys/faculty-survey
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Policymakers expressed a great deal of familiarity with MAD and a majority were very or 

somewhat confident in its core claim.  In a similar survey of national security officials conducted 

in 2011 (Avey and Desch, 2014), 222 of 224 respondents said they were familiar with MAD. For 

the 2017-18 policymaker survey conducted here, the result was 317 out of 320. In both surveys, 

every respondent that indicated familiarity was then asked how confident they were in the 

accuracy of MAD, defined as the theory that when two countries have an assured second-strike 

capability the likelihood of conflict between them decreases.  The number reporting at least some 

confidence was essentially the same. As Figure 1 shows, the number that were very confident 

was 10% higher in 2017-18.   

< Figure 1 about here > 

Majorities of government officials and IR scholars saw nuclear deterrence extending 

across a number of situations. Figure 2 illustrates that the greatest perceived utility of an assured 

destruction capability was deterring nuclear strikes. There were slightly more skeptical views on 

nuclear weapons’ ability to deter conventional attacks, though large majorities of policymakers 

(65%) and scholars (65%) were very or somewhat confident in the ability of assured second-

strike arsenals to ward off conventional attacks by another nuclear armed state. This is perhaps 

not surprising, as there is wide divergence on policies designed to deter conventional attacks 

(Narang 2014).  

< Figure 2 about here > 

Only slightly more than half of policymakers (52%) were very or somewhat confident in 

the ability to deter a conventional attack by a nonnuclear opponent.  The relatively lower 

confidence could be due to several factors.  There have been a number of cases where nuclear 
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armed states found themselves at war against nonnuclear opponents.  If respondents were 

thinking primarily of the United States, the result could be due to U.S. negative security 

guarantees to not utilize nuclear weapons against nonnuclear states in good standing with the 

NPT.  Alternatively, because there are few candidates that could launch a conventional attack 

against the U.S. homeland, policymakers may have been importing views on extended deterrence 

guarantees regarded to be more difficult than direct deterrence.  

In contrast to policymakers, scholars saw little difference in the ability of nuclear 

weapons to deter conventional attacks by a nuclear (65%) or nonnuclear (63%) opponent. This is 

interesting because there are more cases of nonnuclear weapon states attacking a nuclear 

opponent than a nuclear armed state launching a conventional attack against another nuclear 

armed state.  Scholars might have been distinguishing between robust nuclear arsenals and the 

mere possession of a nuclear weapon, with a majority concluding that states with an assured 

second-strike have not faced conventional assaults from nuclear or nonnuclear opponents.   

< Figure 3 about here > 

Policymakers and scholars were much less confident in the ability of nuclear weapons to 

coerce (figure 3). There was a meaningful difference between policymaker and scholar views on 

coercing a nuclear opponent: approximately 37% of policymakers but only 24% of IR scholars 

were very or somewhat confident nuclear weapons were useful for coercion (p < .001). Against a 

nonnuclear opponent policymaker views on coercion were essentially unchanged at 35%.  

Scholar views increased from 24% to 35%.  

As noted, some nuclear coercion arguments posit nuclear superiority as necessary for 

coercive success. As such, respondents may have been skeptical of nuclear coercion against 
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nuclear opponents because they believed that both sides had roughly similar capabilities.  If true, 

then one would expect a larger number of respondents to have confidence in coercion against 

nonnuclear opponents. The evidence for policymakers shows this is not the case; roughly the 

same percentage expressed confidence against a nuclear and nonnuclear opponent. The view that 

superiority matters found some support among IR faculty, as more expressed confidence in 

nuclear coercion against a nonnuclear than nuclear opponent. However, the majority of IR 

faculty expressed low confidence in both cases. 

The purpose of the nuclear questions was to assess topline views.  Nevertheless, the 

inclusion of several demographic questions permit analysis of specific traits.  Tables 4 and 5 

report the results from a series of ordered logit models incorporating these factors.   

The coefficients for ideology were not consistently positive or negative and never 

statistically significant.  This is in contrast to past studies of U.S. public and elite opinion on 

nuclear weapons issues (e.g., Ripberger et al. 2011; Herron and Jenkins-Smith 2002).8  At least 

as measured here among U.S. national security policymakers and IR faculty, views on nuclear 

deterrence and coercion are an area of agreement across the ideological spectrum.   Additionally, 

there was no relationship between having held a university/college position (of any kind) and 

nuclear views.  The practitioner results are not driven by those that might be faculty and/or 

worked with IR faculty in an academic setting.  This reinforces the notion that there is general 

agreement across the two groups on these issues.   

< Table 4 about here > 

< Table 5 about here > 

                                                      
8 The surveys did not ask respondent partisanship.   
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Previous analyses have found mixed results for the relationship between a variety of 

nuclear views and demographic traits such as sex and race (e.g., Rathbun and Stein, 2019; Sagan 

and Valentino 2017; Press et al. 2013; Ripberger et al. 2011; Herron and Jenkins-Smith 2006).  

Others argue that nuclear discourse and practice reflects gendered and racial biases (e.g., Mathur 

2016; Cohn 1987 and 1993).  Civil rights leaders consistently highlighted a link between racial 

inequality and nuclear weapons policy (Intondi 2015).    

The effects for sex and race are more complex than the results for ideology.  Though 

there were general similarities across groups, the model results reflect differing intensities of 

views when controlling for other factors. National security officials showed little difference in 

their responses by race.  By contrast, minority IR faculty were more likely to report higher 

confidence levels than their white colleagues that robust arsenals deterred conventional attacks 

by non-nuclear opponents and coerced opponents.  Among policymakers, men were more likely 

than women to express confidence that nuclear arsenals deterred nuclear strikes but less likely to 

say they were useful in coercing nonnuclear opponents.  For IR faculty, men were more likely to 

report that nuclear weapons deterred all types of attacks.   

Turning to the specific nuclear taboo questions, the policymaker survey first asked 

respondents if they were familiar with the concept.  Policymakers that responded affirmatively 

were then asked how confident they were that the nuclear taboo, defined as domestic and 

international norms against using nuclear weapons, constrained states from using nuclear 

weapons in a first strike.  Slightly more than 55% said they were familiar (177 yes; 143 no), 

substantially fewer than the 99% for MAD.  Respondents that held a university/college position 

at some point were more likely to be familiar with the nuclear taboo (Online Appendix).  This 

may suggest MAD has more influence with policymakers, with the effects of the taboo greatest 
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among those more likely to be familiar with academic arguments.  However, it may also simply 

reflect a lack of familiarity with the term itself, and not the actual effect of non-use norms.  

Conditional on familiarity, higher education and university affiliation did not influence 

confidence in the taboo for either set of countries.  Future research can usefully assess these 

alternatives.   

< Figure 4 about here >  

Figure 4 displays the degree of confidence in the nuclear taboo across respondents and 

countries. For policymakers familiar with the taboo, majorities were either somewhat or very 

confident that it constrained nuclear first strikes.  This was true for both democratic, U.S. allies 

and what the U.S. government terms its great power competitors.  There was a major difference 

in the level of confidence across these countries, though.  Nearly 63% were very confident the 

taboo constrained Britain and France.  By contrast, less than 10% were very confident that the 

taboo restrained Russia and China from nuclear first-use.  More conservative policymakers were 

less likely to express confidence that norms constrained Russia and China (Online Appendix). 

Majorities of IR faculty were very or somewhat confident the taboo constrained each 

country from a nuclear first strike. As with policymakers, the degree of confidence varied. 

Whereas 48% were very confident the taboo constrained the United Kingdom and France only 

21% said the same for Russia and China and only 18% expressed that level of confidence for the 

United States. Surprisingly, American IR scholars were slightly less confident that the taboo 

constrained the United States (69% very or somewhat confident) than Russia and China (72%). 

< Figure 5 about here > 



16 

 

Figure 5 shows the mean response for each country-grouping. The difference across the 

two country groups for policymakers is both substantively and statistically significant (p < 

0.001).9 Similar results hold for IR faculty when comparing the average response for Britain and 

France compared to Russia and China and to the United States (p < 0.001 for each pairwise 

comparison). Although IR faculty were slightly less likely to express confidence norms 

constrained the United States than Russia and China, the difference was not significant (p = .42).  

Discussion 

The results show that MAD has more direct support than alternative strategic 

explanations.  Nearly all policymakers were familiar with MAD, majorities were confident 

assured second-strike arsenals reduce conflict, deter nuclear and conventional attacks, and were 

skeptical they are useful for coercion.  IR faculty were also confident second-strike capabilities 

are useful for deterrence but not coercion.  The skepticism toward nuclear coercion highlights the 

utility of future research among experts that could assess the degree to which variation in 

conventional losses and nuclear effectiveness align with recent findings regarding public views 

on the coercive use of nuclear weapons.  Normative arguments received support as well.  The 

lower familiarity with the nuclear taboo among policymakers qualifies this somewhat.  IR 

scholars and practitioners were at least somewhat confident that the nuclear taboo constrained 

nuclear first-strikes.  For both groups, the identity of the country made a major difference, with 

many more believing the taboo constrained Britain and France than other countries.   

Are the respondent views of MAD and the taboo consistent?  Both arguments can 

accommodate confidence in deterring nuclear strikes and skepticism toward coercion (albeit for 

                                                      
9 The results are robust using Mann-Whitney and nonparametric equality-of-medians tests. 
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different reasons).  The results showing confidence in deterring conventional attacks and norms 

constraining first-use is problematic; utility in deterring conventional assaults depends in part on 

nuclear first strikes.  One explanation is that there were enough respondents that held 

incompatible views.  It could also be the case that those policymakers unfamiliar with the taboo 

would have been more skeptical of its constraining effects.  However, all IR faculty were asked 

the taboo-confidence question and similar percentages expressed confidence in both deterrence 

against conventional attacks and the nuclear taboo constraining Russia, China, and the United 

States. A third explanation, then, is that respondents were envisioning different scenarios.  

Additional research is necessary to assess these, and other, potential explanations.  

Though conclusions remain tentative given the data, the results generally point to at least 

some nuclear optimism: confidence in the stabilizing and deterrent effects of nuclear weapons 

and that norms exercise a break on nuclear use. Why, then, is that not more directly reflected in 

U.S. foreign policy (Kroenig 2015; Gavin 2012)?   

The survey results cannot answer this question, but do support three existing 

explanations.  First, the identity of the nuclear armed-state matters. It is likely that countries 

portrayed as rogue, operating outside international norms, would find fewer respondents 

expecting non-use norms to exercise a constraint (Davis Gibbons and Lieber, 2019, 36-37).  

Second, the degree of confidence in MAD and the taboo was often modest.  For instance, only 

46% of both policymakers and IR faculty were very confident that nuclear weapons did their 

primary job of deterring nuclear strikes.  “Somewhat confident” may not be very reassuring for 

policymakers with a low tolerance for even a small chance of nuclear use.10  Third, the finding 

that majorities are at least somewhat confident in nuclear deterrence raises the possibility of 

                                                      
10 I thank an anonymous reviewer for this point.  
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these weapons deterring the United States.  This supports claims (e.g., Kroenig 2015; Gavin 

2012) that U.S. nuclear and nonproliferation policy stems in part from a desire to avoid 

constraints on U.S. action.   
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MAD SI-Paradox Pessimism Coercionist Taboo

Reduce conflict between 

nuclear states Yes No No Yes Indeterminate

Deter nuclear strikes Yes Yes Indeterminate Yes Yes

Deter conventional attacks by 

nuclear opponents Yes No Indeterminate Yes No

Deter conventional attacks by 

nonnuclear opponents Yes Yes Indeterminate Yes No

Coerce nuclear opponents No Indeterminate No Yes No

Coerce nonnuclear opponents No Indeterminate No Yes No

Norms Constrain First Use No No No No Yes

Table 1. Nuclear Predictions
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Table 2. Policymaker Survey Demographics

Age (Mean) 60.5 Rank (%) Education (%)

GS / O6 or less 16 College 11

Years in government (Mean) 24 SES / O7-O8 27 M.A. 45

Appoint, no confirm / O9 21 ABD 5

Sex (%) Appoint, confirm / O10 36 Professional 15

Female 20 PhD 24

Male 80 Military highest rankᵃ (%) 10

Ideology (%)

Race (%) Held a position with (%) Very liberal 4

Minority 9 University / collegeᵇ 50 Somewhat liberal 27

White 91 Think tank 40 Moderate 33

Private industry 43 Somewhat conservative 34

Highest Degree (%) Advocacy organization 14 Very conservative 3

International Affairs 33

Political Science 14

ᵃ Reports military rank was highest government rank, not if respondent ever served in the military. 

ᵇ Reports if respondent ever held a university or college position, which can include non-faculty and short-

term positions.  For all respondents, 21% held a university/college position and had a PhD.



23 

 

 

 

Table 3. IR Faculty Survey Demographics

Sex % Race %

Female 28 Minority 18

Male 72 White 82

Rank % Ideology %

Assistant Professor and 39 Very liberal 22

other (e.g., visiting) Somewhat liberal 42

Associate Professor 26 Moderate 25

Full Professor 36 Somewhat conservative 9

Very conservative 2
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Table 4. Policymaker Views on Nuclear Deterrence and Coercion

Deter nuclear 

strikes

Deter conven. 

attack by nuclear 

opponent

Deter conven. 

attack by non-

nuclear opponent

Coerce nuclear 

opponent

Coerce nonnuclear 

opponent

Age -0.011 -0.023 -0.019 -0.001 -0.014

(0.014) (0.013) (0.014) (0.012) (0.012)

Male 1.187*** 0.111 0.027 -0.463 -0.675*

(0.353) (0.279) (0.292) (0.320) (0.329)

Minority -0.564 0.057 -0.332 -0.326 -0.379

(0.440) (0.428) (0.394) (0.348) (0.354)

Military -0.468 0.310 -0.204 0.948* 0.305

(0.413) (0.450) (0.384) (0.399) (0.402)

Rank -0.000 0.113 -0.052 -0.051 0.023

(0.121) (0.109) (0.115) (0.108) (0.104)

Experience -0.002 0.000 -0.012 -0.007 -0.005

(0.012) (0.012) (0.011) (0.010) (0.011)

Education -0.119 0.178* 0.033 -0.029 -0.077

(0.098) (0.089) (0.091) (0.100) (0.097)

Univ/Coll Position 0.064 -0.332 -0.148 -0.033 0.387

(0.276) (0.274) (0.284) (0.274) (0.263)

Int't Aff. Degree -0.044 -0.190 -0.065 -0.352 -0.378

(0.257) (0.263) (0.245) (0.256) (0.242)

Pol. Sci. Degree 0.447 0.153 -0.265 -0.282 -0.276

(0.352) (0.287) (0.318) (0.301) (0.315)

Ideology 0.144 -0.035 -0.067 -0.058 0.179

(0.128) (0.121) (0.129) (0.130) (0.124)

N 293 293 293 292 289

Robust standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
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Table 5. IR Faculty Views on Nuclear Deterrence and Coercion

Deter nuclear 

strikes

Deter conven. 

attack by nuclear 

opponent

Deter conven. 

attack by non-

nuclear opponent

Coerce nuclear 

opponent

Coerce nonnuclear 

opponent

Male 0.972*** 0.460*** 0.406*** -0.275* -0.183   

(0.129) (0.124) (0.122) (0.120) (0.127)   

Minority -0.284 0.256 0.356* 0.348* 0.456** 

(0.150) (0.156) (0.140) (0.144) (0.142)   

Rank -0.121 -0.018 -0.090 -0.044 -0.180** 

(0.067) (0.064) (0.063) (0.063) (0.064)   

Ideology 0.112 -0.008 -0.002 0.051 0.063   

(0.061) (0.057) (0.061) (0.057) (0.059)   

               

N 1212 1203 1197 1209 1203   

Robust standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
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Figure 2. Policymaker and IR Faculty views on nuclear deterrence.
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Figure 3. Policymaker and IR Faculty views on nuclear coercion. 
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Figure 4. Policymaker and IR Faculty confidence in the nuclear taboo by country.
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Figure 5. Policymaker and IR Faculty confidence in the nuclear taboo by country. 

4 = Very confident, 1 = Not confident at all. 95% confidence intervals shown.
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