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ABSTRACT 

What role do nuclear weapons play in international politics? This article assesses current and 

former U.S. national security officials’ and American international relations (IR) scholars’ views 

on nuclear deterrence, coercion, and non-use norms. These experts’ views are important to 

examine because their perceptions of nuclear weapons can directly and indirectly influence 

policy and public debate. I find that U.S. national security practitioners and IR scholars hold 

relatively optimistic views of nuclear politics on these key issues. Majorities believe that nuclear 

weapons are useful for deterrence but are skeptical that a nuclear arsenal can translate into 

coercive foreign policy success. Similarly, respondents generally express confidence that the 

nuclear taboo constrains countries from using nuclear weapons in a first strike, but the intensity 

varies by the country in question. When it comes to these nuclear issues, at least, there is little 

gap between academics and practitioners. These results also show that U.S. policies at odds with 

nuclear optimism positions stem from different sources than basic views on nuclear deterrence, 

coercion, and norms.  
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What role do nuclear weapons play in international politics? There are good reasons 

against drawing sweeping conclusions (Gavin, 2015a). And more than one observer has 

commented on the tendency for nuclear strategists, the “wizards of Armageddon” to borrow from 

Fred Kaplan (1991), to become enmeshed in jargon, minutiae, and the elegance of models 

divorced from politics and history (see also Trachtenberg 1991; Gavin 2012; Nichols 2014; 

Desch 2019). The field of strategic studies has nevertheless developed a number of useful 

concepts to make sense of the nuclear world. This article takes stock of thinking about one set of 

nuclear weapons issues by examining current and former U.S. national security officials’ and 

American international relations (IR) scholars’ views on nuclear deterrence, coercion, and non-

use norms. 

 I find that U.S. national security practitioners and IR scholars hold relatively optimistic 

views of nuclear politics on these key issues. Majorities accepted the basic mutual assured 

destruction (MAD) position that a robust nuclear arsenal reduces conflict and is useful for 

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

success.1 Similarly, respondents were generally confident that the nuclear taboo constrains 

countries from using nuclear weapons in a first strike, but 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. Interestingly, though, IR 

faculty saw little difference in the ability of norms to constrain the United States compared to 

Russia and China. Taken together, the results suggest that respondents believe both deterrence 

                                                      
1 I use “coercion” and “compellence” interchangeably because coercion and coercive diplomacy have become the 

standard terminology to contrast with deterrence. Properly defined, coercion encompasses deterrence and 

compellence. In both, the coercer is attempting to influence a target: either to not act (deterrence) or to act 

(compellence) when the adversary would prefer the opposite. I am careful to define coercion as distinct from 

deterrence in the survey questions. See Schelling 1966; Art and Greenhill, 2018, esp. 5 and 13, note 18.  
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and norms constrain nuclear use. The sharp distinction in academic nuclear studies debates 

between the relative importance of material versus normative factors fades, or at least becomes 

muddied, in perceptions of nuclear politics (e.g., Pauly 2018; Gibbons and Lieber, 2018; 

Carranza, 2018; Sagan and Valentino, 2017; Press, Sagan, and Valentino 2013; Avey 2015; 

Tannenwald 2007). In addition, the results demonstrate that most experts reject the view that 

nuclear weapons are largely irrelevant to international politics (e.g., Mueller 2010, chap. 3).  

These results are perceptions of nuclear statecraft, which may or may not be an accurate 

reflection of reality. Yet to the extent that policymakers and scholars believe nuclear weapons 

influence politics this way that can influence their decision-making, research, and teaching. 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.” Or, as Richard Betts (1987: 174) puts it, the “logic of deterrence rests not on 

reality but on beliefs about reality.” The “overarching beliefs and assumptions about nuclear 

arms and their purpose,” writes Thomas Nichols (2014:5), “guide nuclear strategy, planning, and 

forces.” Historian Francis Gavin (2012, 158; emphasis in original) adds that nuclear debates turn 

not only on the role that nuclear weapons “have played in international politics over the past 

seven decades, but what various people believe their role has been.”  

Scholars can contribute directly to the policy process by participating and consulting. But 

scholars have an indirect role on policymaking and public debate as well through knowledge 

production and education. In Henry Kissinger’s words, “The convictions that leaders have 

formed before reaching high office are the intellectual capital they will consume as long as they 

continue in office” (Quoted in Suri 2007). As the results in this article show, there is very little 

academic-policy gap on nuclear deterrence and coercion thinking. This may be because there is 
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so little experience that policymakers can draw upon discrete from scholars. As RAND 

economist Alain Enthoven once remarked to a skeptic of his analysis: “General, I have fought 

just as many nuclear wars as you have” (see Connelly et al. 2012). To the extent that scholars 

disagree with a forceful U.S. non-proliferation policy or the scope of U.S. nuclear modernization, 

this article shows that disagreement between scholars and policymakers on the basic tenets of 

nuclear politics is not driving the U.S. agenda. 

The small number of nuclear questions in each survey limit the inferences that one can 

draw. The results are nevertheless useful because they provide one of the largest assessments of 

elite nuclear views to date. While there are a number of excellent studies that assess public 

opinion regarding nuclear weapons using sophisticated approaches (Ko 2018; Sagan and 

Valentino 2017; Press, Sagan, and Valentino 2013; Tomz and Weeks 2013; Post and Sechser, 

n.d.), there are few contemporary analyses of expert views.2 The moral and strategic 

complexities of nuclear weapons in world politics may or may not lead scholars and practitioners 

to different conclusions than the public. We cannot know without an assessment of their views. 

 The rest of this article proceeds in five parts. First, I briefly review nuclear deterrence and 

normative arguments. I then discuss the respondent pool and survey questions. In the third 

section, I present the results for nuclear deterrence and coercion. Though the arguments assessed 

here make few predictions for the role of demographic traits, I also briefly examine the 

relationship between respondent characteristics and views on nuclear deterrence and coercion. 

                                                      
2 Ko 2018 includes a small sample of government officials. For studies that compare elite and mass views but do not 

focus on national security policymakers and international relations scholars, see Herron and Jenkins-Smith 2002 and 

Denardo 1995.  
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The fourth section reports on elite views on the nuclear taboo. The final section discusses 

implications for future research.   

Mutual Assured Destruction and the Nuclear Taboo 

 In this section I first address nuclear deterrence and coercion arguments. I also outline the 

arguments’ basic expectations for respondent beliefs. I next turn to the most important ideational 

theory of nuclear politics: the nuclear taboo and its predictions.  

Nuclear Deterrence and Coercion 

The terms nuclear revolution, nuclear optimism, and Mutually Assured Destruction 

(MAD) are frequently used imprecisely or interchangeably. The arguments make a number of 

claims about state behavior in the nuclear shadow and individual analysts disagree on specific 

issues. All variants, though, argue that an assured retaliatory capability reduces the likelihood of 

conflict. The logic is simple: a state that is unable to defend against a nuclear strike is extremely 

vulnerable. The prospect of nuclear retaliation imposes costs beyond any potential political 

gains. When both sides are vulnerable they will be mutually deterred from acting (e.g., Jervis 

1989; Glaser 1990; Goldstein 2000; and Waltz’s contributions to Sagan and Waltz, 2013). Peace 

will prevail. Hence Bernard Brodie’s (1946, 76) oft-quoted phrase from the dawn of the nuclear 

era: “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.” 

A secure second-strike nuclear capability may be useful for deterrence but it will have 

limited utility for coercion. That is, nuclear weapons may prevent an opponent from using 

nuclear weapons or launching a major conventional assault, but they are less useful at coercing 

an adversary to change their behavior or give in to demands. “In principle,” Jervis (1989, 29-30, 
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34) writes, “the fear of [nuclear] war could be used as a lever to change the status quo as well as 

to preserve it. …In fact, however, [the nuclear revolution] argument implies that this lever is not 

used. …the side practicing deterrence usually has significant bargaining advantages.”3 In a recent 

analysis, Todd Sechser and Matthew Fuhrmann (2017, 17) conclude that “nuclear weapons do 

not carry the coercive leverage that their extraordinary power might suggest. The ability to 

destroy does not necessarily translate into the power to coerce.” At the same time (ibid 15, 59), 

nuclear weapons are “useful for deterrence. …as weapons of self-defense, they are 

irreplaceable.”  

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 armed aggressors. 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 can deter both 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 (hereafter SI-

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

conventional conflict confident that neither side will escalate to the nuclear level (Waltz, 1959, 

                                                      
3 See also Schelling 1966; Goldstein 2000, 279-288; Sechser and Fuhrmann 2017 47-48; Art and Greenhill 2018, 

17-19, 25-27.  
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236; Snyder 1965; Rauchhaus 2009).  Stability at the strategic nuclear level leads to instability at 

lower levels of violence, including conventional wars. Mark Bell and Nicholas Miller (2015) 

show that joint-nuclear armed dyads are no less war-prone than nonnuclear dyads, and several 

scholars point to enduring low-level violence between India and Pakistan as evidence (Krepon 

2005; Karl 2011).  

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 overall 

levels of conflict and that nuclear weapons will deter conventional attacks by one nuclear state 

against another. There should also be a marked difference between deterring nuclear opponents 

and nonnuclear opponents. In the latter case the SI-paradox is not operative since only one side 

has nuclear weapons and thus there is not stability at the strategic nuclear level. 

A third set of arguments concedes that nuclear weapons induce caution, but points to 

various limitations that can undermine deterrence. As a result, these nuclear pessimists are 

skeptical that MAD promotes peace. At the root of this critique is their contention that nuclear 

deterrence theory relies on a unitary rational actor assumption absent in the real world. Once that 

assumption is relaxed, problems for deterrence quickly emerge. Civil-military and organizational 

pathologies can create preventive-war incentives, inhibit the development of secure arsenals, and 

raise the risk of accidents (e.g., Sagan’s contributions to Sagan and Waltz 2013; Sagan 1993). 

Others point to human cognitive limitations which can cause otherwise credible deterrent threats 

to fail (Jervis, Lebow, and Stein 1985).  

Nuclear pessimist arguments expect experts to doubt the overall pacifying effects of 

second-strike capabilities. The predictions for deterrence are indeterminate. On the one hand, 

pessimists agree that nuclear weapons induce caution. On the other hand, they point to factors 



7 

 

that can lead to deterrence failure against both nuclear and conventional strikes. Nuclear 

pessimists share the expectation with MAD that few respondents will be confident that nuclear 

weapons coerce opponents. 

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

but adds that it can also coerce opponents. For the nuclear coercionist school, the specter of 

nuclear annihilation can compel adversaries to give in to their demands.4 As Robert Pape (1996, 

38) writes, “when nuclear capabilities are completely one-sided … if the coercer’s capability is 

relatively unlimited, coercive success is virtually assured.”5 Coercive threats can even succeed 

against another nuclear opponent because the target will be unwilling to risk conflict that could 

result in nuclear conflagration. 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, enhancing resolve for 

the superior side even if the target can retaliate in a limited nuclear fashion. Richard Betts (1987, 

178) captures the basic intuition of these arguments: “in the game of chicken the smaller car 

could be expected to swerve first, even if a crash would wreck both” (see also Kroenig, 2013). 

There is some evidence for the coercionist position. Marc Trachtenberg (1985) highlights how 

U.S. nuclear superiority aided coercive efforts during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Across a wider 

range of cases, Matthew Kroenig (2018, 123) finds that states “in a position of nuclear 

superiority are more likely to issue compellent threats and to achieve compellent success.”    

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 

                                                      
4 I borrow the term “nuclear coercionist school” from Sechser and Fuhrmann 2017.   
5 Pape highlights various constraints on nuclear use but does not develop them. See also the discussion in 

Mearsheimer 2014, 129-130 and Sechser and Fuhrmann 2017, chap. 1. 
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effective, or even attempted, in the absence of superiority, though (Kroenig 2018). The survey 

data in this article did not test superiority in mutual nuclear relationships, but it did ask 

respondents if they believed nuclear weapons could coerce nonnuclear opponents. If superiority 

is critical to coercive success, then we should see respondents express more confidence that an 

assured destruction arsenal can coerce a nonnuclear opponent than a fellow nuclear opponent. 

Table 1 summarizes the basic expectations from each set of arguments.  

The Nuclear Taboo 

The core claim for the nuclear taboo is that norms arose over time that proscribe using 

nuclear weapons (e.g., Tannenwald 2007; Paul 2009). Norms are shared expectations about what 

is acceptable and unacceptable behavior for specific actors (Tannenwald, 2007, 10; Finnemore 

1992, 22). These norms then constrain states from executing a nuclear first-strike. The non-use 

of nuclear weapons since 1945 is not solely or even primarily the product of deterrence but rather 

changing ideas about the role of nuclear weapons. Norms can constrain states because leaders 

fear using nuclear weapons will incur international and domestic backlash. In some cases, the 

norm comes to constitute state identity; non-use then affirms that identity.6  

                                                      
6 These are the regulative and constitutive mechanisms, respectively. See March and Olsen 1998, 949-54.  

Table 1. Nuclear Deterrence and Coercion Predictions

MAD SI-Paradox Pessimism Coercionist

Reduce conflict between 

nuclear states Yes No No Yes

Deter nuclear strikes Yes Yes Indeterminate Yes

Deter conventional attacks by 

nuclear opponents Yes No Indeterminate Yes

Deter conventional attacks by 

nonnuclear opponents Yes Yes Indeterminate Yes

Coerce nuclear opponents No Indeterminate No Yes

Coerce nonnuclear opponents No Indeterminate No Yes
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Scholars disagree on the precise terminology for these nuclear non-use norms. For 

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

while Nina Tannenwald (2007, 59) argues that it is a taboo, “a de facto non-use norm with a 

strong moral component.” Yet both “traditions and taboos are socially driven patterns of 

behavior” according to Paul (2010, 856). 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). 

Similarly, Tannenwald (2007, 14) writes that the “distinction between norm and taboo is a subtle 

one, and for some purposes they can be treated as the same.” Regardless of the specific 

terminology or mechanism, the key claim shared by all normative proponents is that norms 

emerged and deepened over time that constrain states from using nuclear weapons in a first-

strike whether there is a formal no first-use policy or not.  

There is no consensus on the degree to which the taboo constrains specific countries. 

Some variations of the taboo argument expect experts to express more confidence that it will 

constrain the United States and other democracies than non-democracies.7 The logic is that 

democratic leaders will be more conscious of reputational costs and socialized to believe 

upholding certain norms, such as the nuclear taboo, is appropriate. This is not to claim that non-

democracies ignore norms, merely that on average norms will exert greater influence in 

democratic governments. All else equal, the stronger the nuclear non-use norm the more 

widespread its effects should be. 

                                                      
7 For discussions see Tannenwald 2007, 22–23, 366; Gaddis 1997, 111; Gaddis, 1989, chap. 5; Gizewski 1996; Price 

and Tannenwald 1996, 115, 144; Paul 2009; Paul 2010, 862. 
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If experts generally accept the taboo, then they should express confidence that it will 

constrain a state from using nuclear weapons in a first strike. The stronger experts believe the 

taboo to be the more evenly they will expect it to operate across countries.  

Survey Descriptions 

 I included a series of nuclear related questions in two surveys: one of current and former 

national security officials and one of American IR faculty. The national security survey was 

conducted from November 20, 2017 to January 24 2018 (hereafter policymaker survey). The 

policymaker survey identified national security officials that served during the Bill Clinton, 

George W. Bush, and/or Barack Obama administrations. The specific offices and positions 

changed from year to year (e.g., there was no Department of Homeland Security during the 

Clinton administration), but incorporated relevant 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. To identify 

individuals and positions I examined one quarterly issue of the Federal Yellow Book from each 

year from 1993 through 2016. Contact information was found for up to 1,689 national security 

policymakers.8 The response rate for the nuclear questions was 320, or approximately 19%. 

Table 2 shows policymaker respondent demographics. Ideology reports respondent’s self-rating 

on economic issues.   

                                                      
8 The national security policymaker survey was conducted at the same time as two others that surveyed Trade and 

Development policymakers. For 206 respondents from offices, such as Trade Security Policy in the Office of the 

Undersecretary of Defense (Policy), that had substantial overlap across the security, trade, and development the 

respondents could opt-in to the subfield they viewed as most appropriate. 26 selected trade or development, but it is 

impossible to know how many of the remaining 180 might have identified as security. I use a conservative estimate 

that all 180 identified as national security officials to generate a maximum response pool. In reality, the response 

rate for national security policymakers was likely somewhat higher than reported here.  
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Policymakers were asked two sets of nuclear questions (full text in the Online Appendix). 

Respondents randomly received the MAD or Taboo questions first to guard against the sequence 

of the questions influencing the responses.9 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. 

                                                      
9 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 after the MAD questions (mean = 2.63 n = 51). Throughout this article I omit 

“Don’t Knows” when reporting means.  

Table 2. Policymaker Survey Demographics

Age Mean Years in government Mean

Mean 60.5 Average 24

Sex % Race %

Female 20 Non-white 9

Male 80 White 91

Highest education % Military highest rank* %

College 11 Percentage 10

M.A. 45

ABD 5 Ideology %

Professional 15 Very liberal 4

PhD 24 Somewhat liberal 27

Moderate 33

Rank % Somewhat conservative 34

GS / O6 or less 16 Very conservative 3

SES / O7-O8 27

Appoint, no confirm / O9 21

Appoint, confirm / O10 36

*Indicates military officer as highest government rank, not if 

respondent served in military (e.g, former officer serves as higher 

ranked civilian). Data for respondents answering nuclear questions.
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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.10 

The value of this technique is that any differences can be considered to be causally related to the 

single change in the countries listed. I selected these countries because they are “most likely” 

candidates for the nuclear taboo to exercise a constraint.  The NPT recognizes each state as a 

nuclear weapon state and each tested a nuclear device prior to 1965. They therefore did not 

acquire nuclear weapons against non-proliferation norms embodied in the NPT (though 

admittedly commitment to disarmament has varied) and there is a long time period for nuclear 

non-use norms to evolve within each state and the international community. The countries differ 

in a number of ways, most notably regime type, conventional and economic capabilities, and 

relationship with the United States. 

The Teaching, Research, and International Policy (TRIP) 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.”11 The results in this article are from the 2017 survey that 

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

to November 10, 2017. A total of 1,232, or approximately 25%, responded to the nuclear 

deterrence questions.  Table 3 reports the demographic breakdown for the IR faculty survey.  

                                                      
10 I did not include other countries for two additional reasons. First, during pre-survey workshops several former 

policymakers expressed concern that asking direct questions about the likelihood of U.S. nuclear use would lower 

response rates. This also influenced my decision to not use Israel. Second, given the small sample sizes that would 

result from creating more groups, I decided to include only two options rather than adding some combination of 

India, North Korea, and/or Pakistan.   
11 “Faculty Survey” https://trip.wm.edu/home/index.php/surveys/faculty-survey, accessed January 21, 2019.  For a 

full discussion of methodology see Maliniak et al. 2011.   

https://trip.wm.edu/home/index.php/surveys/faculty-survey


13 

 

 

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 of receiving fewer questions the lead-ins were slightly different, but the 

question wording and response options were otherwise identical to the policymaker survey (see 

Online Appendix). The taboo question included a third country: the United States. IR faculty 

were thus randomly assigned into one of three groups: 1) Russia and China or 2) the United 

Kingdom and France or 3) the United States.  

Deterrence and Coercion 

Policymakers expressed a great deal of familiarity and confidence with the core MAD 

claim that mutual destruction reduces conflict. 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 saying 

Table 3. IR Faculty Survey Demographics

Sex % Race %

Female 28 Non-white 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

Data for respondents answering nuclear questions. 
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they were very or somewhat confident was essentially the same: 86.4% in 2011 and 86.2% in 

2017-18.12 As Figure 1 shows, the number that were very confident was 10% higher in 2017-18.   

 

Majorities of government officials and IR scholars perceived nuclear deterrence 

extending across a number of situations. As Figure 2 illustrates, by far the greatest supposed 

utility of an assured destruction capability was deterring nuclear strikes. Most nuclear armed 

states – including those committed to no-first use policies – have sought to achieve at least this 

benefit.13 Throughout history and across countries there is greater divergence on policies 

designed to deter conventional attacks (e.g., Narang 2014; Nichols 2014). There have also been a 

number of cases when nuclear armed states have found themselves at war. These facts are 

reflected in the slightly more skeptical views on nuclear weapons’ ability to deter conventional 

attacks, though large majorities of policymakers (65%) and scholars (65%) were very or 

                                                      
12 The question-wording was the same in both surveys.  
13 ‘Catalytic’ nuclear postures may not seek to directly deter nuclear strikes, but are historically rare, Narang, 2014. 

Figure 1. Policymaker confidence MAD decreases likelihood of conflict
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somewhat confident in the ability of secure-second strike arsenals to ward off conventional 

attacks by another nuclear armed state.  

 

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. On the one hand, scholars 

might have been distinguishing between robust nuclear arsenals and the mere possession of a 

nuclear weapon, concluding that states with an “assured second-strike” have not faced 

conventional assaults from nuclear or nonnuclear opponents. On the other hand, a nonnuclear 

opponent is less likely to have a conventional counterforce option, lowering the barrier for the 

nuclear-armed state to attain an assured retaliatory capability.    

In contrast to scholars, 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. If 

they were thinking primarily of the United States as the nuclear actor, the result could be due to 

Figure 2. Policymaker and IR Faculty views on nuclear deterrence.
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U.S. negative security guarantees to not utilize nuclear weapons against nonnuclear states in 

good standing with the NPT.14 Alternatively, because there are few candidates that could launch 

a conventional attack against the United States homeland, policymakers may have been 

importing views on U.S. extended deterrence guarantees which are generally regarded to be 

more difficult than direct deterrence. Finally, policymakers might have been well aware of the 

larger number of wars in nuclear monopoly compared to when both sides had nuclear deterrence. 

Future research is necessary to untangle these, and other, potential explanations. 

 

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 

                                                      
14 For the most recent statement to this effect see the United States Nuclear Posture Review, February 2018, 21 

Figure 3. Policymaker and IR Faculty views on nuclear coercion. 
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nonnuclear opponent policymaker views on coercion were essentially unchanged at 35%, while 

scholar views increased from 24% to 35%.  

Respondents may have been skeptical of nuclear coercion against nuclear opponents 

because they believed that both sides had roughly similar capabilities. According to this 

argument, they would have expressed more confidence if they had been told the coercer had 

nuclear superiority against its target. If true, then one would expect a larger number of 

respondents to have confidence in nuclear 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 for coercion did 

find some support among American IR faculty, as more expressed confidence in nuclear 

coercion against a nonnuclear opponent than a nuclear one. However, a large majority expressed 

low confidence in both cases. 

To assess the role of respondent demographic characteristics I utilized a series of ordered 

logit regressions for each deterrence and coercion option (Long and Freese 2014, chap. 7). 

Tables 4 and 5 report the results. Policymakers that had their highest government position in the 

military showed little difference from other respondents, contrary to nuclear pessimist concerns. 

Though it is worth adding that many former officers go on to serve in civilian national security 

positions. To accurately assess the effects of military service it would be necessary to know 

whether respondents ever served in the military. The coefficients for ideology were not 

consistently positive or negative and never statistically significant. At least among national 

security policymakers and American IR faculty, views on nuclear weapons are an area of 

agreement across the ideological spectrum.   
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National security officials showed little difference in their responses by race when 

controlling for other factors. By contrast, white IR faculty were less likely to report higher 

confidence levels than their non-white colleagues that secure-second strike arsenals deterred 

conventional attacks by nonnuclear opponents and coerced nuclear and nonnuclear opponents. 

Though it is worth noting that majorities of white and non-white respondents were very or 

somewhat confident in each deterrence outcome and not very or not at all confident in each 

coercion outcome (see Online Appendix for full breakdowns). Future research can usefully 

explore why race might influence the strength of levels of confidence in this way or if this 

Table 4. Ordered Logit Estimates of 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 -0.028 -0.122 -0.092 0.027 -0.035

(0.070) (0.064) (0.068) (0.055) (0.057)

Sex 1.135** 0.087 0.004 -0.516 -0.728*

(0.352) (0.274) (0.289) (0.315) (0.326)

Race 0.581 -0.106 0.279 0.313 0.431

(0.430) (0.421) (0.378) (0.344) (0.342)

Military -0.493 0.277 -0.176 1.001* 0.368

(0.416) (0.449) (0.369) (0.402) (0.393)

Rank -0.008 0.087 -0.062 -0.059 0.042

(0.117) (0.109) (0.109) (0.106) (0.104)

Experience -0.005 0.002 -0.011 -0.010 -0.009

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

Education -0.093 0.147 0.002 -0.039 -0.020

(0.091) (0.083) (0.080) (0.089) (0.086)

Ideology 0.144 -0.024 -0.058 -0.041 0.182

(0.129) (0.117) (0.127) (0.128) (0.124)

N 294 294 294 293 290

Robust standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
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finding is an artifact of the survey pool and few additional characteristics in the IR faculty 

model.  

 

Existing public opinion analyses have found mixed results for the role that sex and 

gender play in shaping nuclear views (e.g., Sagan and Valentino 2017, 62-65; Herron and 

Jenkins-Smith 2006, 112-114; Brandes 1994). Other studies argue that nuclear discourse reflects 

gendered characteristics (e.g., Cohn 1987 and 1993; Duncanson and Eschle 2008). Among 

national security policymakers surveyed here, men were more likely than women to express 

confidence nuclear arsenals deterred nuclear strikes but less likely to say nuclear weapons were 

useful in coercing nonnuclear opponents. The effect for sex when controlling for other 

characteristics was not statistically significant for the other outcomes. Turning to IR faculty, men 

were more likely to report that nuclear weapons deterred all types of attacks. Though majorities 

of women still reported that they were very or somewhat confident that nuclear weapons deterred 

nuclear strikes (77%) as well as conventional attacks by nuclear (56%) and nonnuclear (56%) 

opponents. Interestingly, women in academia were more likely to express confidence nuclear 

Table 5. Ordered Logit Estimates of 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

Sex 0.972*** 0.460*** 0.406*** -0.275* -0.183   

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

Race 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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weapons coerced nuclear opponents than men. Yet the substantive difference (40% women v. 

35% men) was small and a minority of both sexes were very or somewhat confident.15  

The Nuclear Taboo 

The policymaker survey first asked respondents if they were familiar with the nuclear 

taboo. Slightly more than 55% said they were (177 yes; 143 no), substantially fewer than the 

99% reporting familiarity with MAD. Policymakers that indicated they were familiar were then 

asked how confident they were that the nuclear taboo – which the survey defined as “domestic 

and international norms against using nuclear weapons” – constrained states from using nuclear 

weapons in a first strike. As noted, policymakers randomly received one of two country 

groupings: 1) Russia and China, or 2) the United Kingdom and France. The IR Faculty survey 

did not ask respondents if they were familiar with the taboo; instead it simply asked every 

respondent their confidence in the nuclear taboo and assigned them one of three groups: 1) 

Russia and China, or 2) the United Kingdom and France or 3) the United States.  

Figure 4 displays the varying degrees of confidence in the nuclear taboo across 

respondents and countries. Though fewer policymakers were familiar with the taboo than MAD, 

among those that were familiar majorities were either somewhat or very confident that the taboo 

constrained nuclear first strikes. Similar numbers of policymakers were very or somewhat 

confident that the taboo constrained Britain and France (92%) as they were that nuclear weapons 

deterred nuclear strikes by opponents (95%). For Russia and China, a similar number (63%) 

were at least somewhat confident in the taboo and a secure-second strike’s ability to deter 

conventional attacks by a nuclear opponent (65%). There was a major difference in the level of 

                                                      
15 See the online appendix for percentage breakdowns for sex and race.  
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confidence policymakers expressed across countries. Nearly 63% were very confident the taboo 

constrained democratic, U.S. allies with relatively small nuclear arsenals.16 By contrast, less than 

10% were very confident that the taboo restrained Russia and China from using nuclear weapons 

first.  

 

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 applied 

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

the taboo constrains the United States (69% very or somewhat confident) than Russia and China 

(72%). 

                                                      
16 On British and French nuclear arsenals see Kristensen and Norris 2015, 2011, 2008. 

Figure 4. Policymaker and IR Faculty confidence in the nuclear taboo by country.
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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). Similar results hold for IR faculty when comparing the average response for Britain and 

France to both Russia and China and the United States (p < 0.001 for each pairwise comparison). 

The country-names were the cause of these differences in beliefs about the taboo since the only 

change for the different respondent groups was the name of the countries provided. Although IR 

faculty were slightly less likely to express confidence norms constrained the United States 

relative to Russia and China, the difference was not significant (p = .42). Part of this may be due 

to the specific timing of the survey (during heightened U.S.-North Korean tensions), but a deeper 

cause is likely the states’ structure of their nuclear arsenals and foreign policies. Russia and the 

United States have nuclear forces that dwarf all other countries. Russia, China, and the United 

States have large conventional militaries and arguably rely on military power in their foreign 

policy more than Britain and France.  

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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Discussion and Future Research 

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

explanations for nuclear politics. Nearly all policymakers were familiar with MAD, majorities 

were confident secure-second strike arsenals reduce conflict, deters nuclear and conventional 

attacks, and were skeptical they are useful for coercion. Similarly, IR faculty were confident 

assured second-strike capabilities are useful for deterrence but not coercion. The SI-paradox has 

some support; more policymakers and IR faculty were very confident nuclear weapons deterred 

nuclear strikes than conventional attacks. Even then, though, majorities were at least somewhat 

confident that MAD reduced conflict and deterred conventional attacks. More problematic for 

the SI-paradox is the finding that fewer policymakers expressed confidence in deterring 

conventional attacks by nonnuclear opponents. This is the precise opposite of the SI-paradox 

prediction, which would expect the absence of strategic stability to make nuclear escalation 

credible and deter such attacks. The results do not offer a direct assessment of various nuclear 

pessimism arguments, but the extent to which policymakers believed that nuclear weapons 

reduce conflict suggests that there is skepticism that organizational and psychological factors 

grossly undermine deterrence. There was widespread doubt that nuclear weapons are useful for 

coercion, challenging the coercionist school claims.  

 IR scholars and national security practitioners were at least somewhat confident that the 

nuclear taboo constrained nuclear first-strikes. For scholars and policymakers, the identity of the 

country made a major difference in both the overall level and strength of confidence, with many 

more believing the taboo constrained Britain and France than other countries. It is likely, 

although beyond the scope of this data, that respondents would be even less confident in the 

constraining influence of the taboo among states such as Pakistan and North Korea. To the extent 
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this is true the results in this article provide an upper-bound for expert views on the role of 

nuclear non-use norms in international politics. 

The evidence presented here cannot demonstrate one position is correct. What it does 

show is that more IR faculty and policymakers believed that nuclear weapons are not particularly 

useful for coercion but do have utility for deterrence. This can influence policy decisions and 

bargaining strategies. To the extent classroom content and scholarly studies form the intellectual 

capital upon which policymakers draw, faculty perceptions can also indirectly influence 

international politics. In addition, the findings highlight that arguments that nuclear weapons 

provide coercive utility will have an uphill struggle gaining traction regardless of their validity, 

whereas those that find evidence for the utility of nuclear weapons limited to deterrence will find 

more receptive audiences among both academics and policymakers.  

 Are respondent views across MAD and the Taboo consistent? One would expect nuclear 

coercion to be less effective if a norm constrained nuclear first use because the threat would not 

be credible. At the same time, a norm that constrains first use does not preclude retaliating in 

response to a nuclear strike. Norms may even condition leaders to accept deterring nuclear 

strikes as the appropriate role for nuclear weapons (Tannenwald 2007, 18-19, 45). The results 

showing high levels of confidence that second-strike forces deter nuclear strikes and low 

confidence those forces coerce is consistent with a belief norms constrain nuclear use.  

The similar levels of confidence in deterring conventional attacks is problematic. 

Logically, a norm that constrains first use should render nuclear deterrent threats against purely 

conventional attacks non-credible. The reason is simple: the nuclear strikes in response to a 

conventional attack would necessarily entail nuclear first use. There should be a tradeoff between 

respondent confidence in secure second-strike arsenals’ ability to deter conventional attacks and 
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confidence in the taboo; it is difficult to simultaneously hold both positions. One explanation is 

that there were enough respondents that held incompatible views so that a majority expressed at 

least some confidence in both deterrence against conventional assaults and a normative 

constraint on nuclear first use. 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 basic 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; research has found that altering the situation greatly influences public willingness to 

utilize nuclear weapons (Sagan and Valentino 2017; Press, Sagan, and Valentino 2013; Post and 

Sechser n.d.). A similar dynamic may have been at work here, but the survey results are too blunt 

to provide an answer. Though it would be difficult to do so with such a large number of expert 

respondents, future research could usefully specify specific situations. 

If there is general optimism about the role that nuclear weapons play in international 

politics – they reduce conflict, deter attacks, provide limited coercive leverage, and norms 

constrain first use – why does the United States invest so much in nonproliferation policies, to 

the point of maintaining costly alliances and even threatening and executing military attack 

(Gavin 2015)? Why does the United States determinedly pursue nuclear force modernization that 

some analysts (Lieber and Press 2017, 2006) argue may allow the United States to break free 

from MAD? Scholars are generally – though certainly not uniformly – critical of these policies 

(e.g., most opposed the 2003 Iraq War, see Long et al 2015). In short, why isn’t optimism more 

directly reflected in American policy?17  

                                                      
17 For general discussions, see Gavin 2012, 578-579; Kroenig 2015, 118-119. 
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The survey results cannot answer this question, but history provides a number of 

compelling explanations. In terms of U.S. force structure, bureaucratic politics certainly played 

some role as different parts of the U.S. government sought to secure organizational autonomy 

and/or a portion of the nuclear-funding pie (e.g. Rosenberg 1983; Glaser 1990, 365-368). A 

robust nuclear arsenal has also been thought necessary to make extended-deterrence guarantees 

credible to both adversaries and allies. Indeed, making nuclear use appear credible to allies may 

have been more difficult than doing so for adversaries. Next, uncertainty over future 

technological changes could cause leaders to fear radical shifts in the nuclear balance (Long and 

Green, 2015; Green and Long, 2017; Green, n.d.). That is, even if practitioners accepted the 

basic MAD logic today, they may worry that unforeseen developments could upend that 

environment tomorrow. Modernization makes sense to hedge against these uncertainties.  

 Turning to proliferation, more nuclear armed states pose problems even in a MAD and 

Taboo world. One could accept that nuclear deterrence prevents nuclear use 99 times out of 100 

– and thus express confidence nuclear weapons deter – but still judge a single failure as worth 

massive investments to prevent (Feaver 1993, 162). Similarly, though there are good reasons to 

be skeptical that a state would ever deliberately provide terrorist groups a nuclear weapon 

(Lieber and Press 2013; Mueller 2010), one cannot rule out that a failed state would lose control 

of fissile material or an assembled nuclear device. Additionally, general confidence in nuclear 

forbearance may not apply to specific leaders, who can differ in their assessments of the danger 

of proliferation (Whitlark 2017). Moreover, as this study showed, the identity of the nuclear 

armed-state matters for confidence in the taboo. Confidence the taboo generally operates does 

not necessarily translate to confidence that the taboo will constrain specific countries; indeed, to 
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the extent that specific countries are portrayed as ‘rogue’ operating outside international norms 

one would not expect the taboo to constrain them.  

The survey finding that majorities of policymakers are confident assured second strike 

capabilities are useful for deterrence points to a final potential explanation. Specifically, nuclear 

weapons will deter the United States, for better or worse (depending on one’s point of view). 

Nuclear weapons are distinct among military technologies in that even decades-old designs can 

prove effective in a way that a decades-old conventional platform facing a modern conventional 

force cannot (Horowitz 2017). This allows conventionally weak, but nuclear-armed, states to 

raise the costs of U.S. action against their interests. As former Secretary of Defense Les Aspin 

noted at the dawn of the post-Cold War era: “A world without nuclear weapons would not be 

disadvantageous to the United States. In fact, a world without nuclear weapons would actually be 

better. Nuclear weapons are still the big equalizer, but now the United States is not the equalizer 

but the equalizee” (Quoted in Sagan and Waltz 2013, 107. See also Castillo 2018; Kroenig 

2014).18 Future research can probe the degree to which these arguments influence contemporary 

IR scholars’ policy recommendations and the beliefs of the practitioners tasked with developing 

and implementing these policies. 
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