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1. Introduction 

 
At the time of writing, war has once again erupted in Europe on a scale few had imagined to 

ever occur again. In fact, it was often mentioned in academic debates concerning conflicts and 

war that the frequency of inter-state warfare was declining to such low numbers that many 

scholars deemed war between states as something from the past (Mandelbaum, 2010). Instead, 

some academics claim that the focus should lie on intra-state warfare which has become more 

frequent, with recent violent examples such as the Syrian and Libyan Civil Warfare (Kaldor, 

2013). However, the recent escalation in Europe between Russia and Ukraine, supported by 

NATO, has brought back attention to areas where tensions are high such as the Nagorno 

Karabakh and the Taiwan Strait, and the necessity for explanatory models in order to answer 

the question why states go to war (Askarov, 2020).      

 Within the field of security studies and international relations, answering this question 

has always been an important focus of study (Brighton and Barkawi, 2011). The reason for 

this is obvious, if it would be possible to predict when and how a conflict would erupt, it 

would theoretically be possible to take steps to avoid it. So if it would be possible to identify 

the key factors that showed whether the chance of escalation is high or low, wouldn’t it be 

possible to use this knowledge to prevent escalation?  Many academics thought about this too 

and used this information to develop theories and models that could be used by policymakers 

and other key figures in governmental institutes to prevent tensions from escalating into 

conflicts. As such, terrible calamities such as war might be prevented, something that would 

surely benefit humankind (van Evera, 1998).       

 One of these theories is the Offense-Defense Theory (ODT) developed by Robert 

Jervis as a model to measure the intensity of a certain conflict area (Jervis, 1978). There are 

many proponents and opponents to the viability of this theory, however, one recurring point 

of criticism is that the theory hasn’t been tested enough (Lynn-Jones, 1995). As such, this 

research will use the theory and apply it to the security dilemma that exists between the 

Russian Federation and NATO, in order to test the usability and the viability of this model 

and in doing so, answer whether this theory can explain when tensions flare and escalate, or 

why it cannot. For this purpose, the following research question will be used.  

To what extent can the Offense-Defense Theory explain escalation and de-escalation between 

states looking at the case of relations between NATO and the Russian Federation/Warsaw 

Pact?  
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There are plenty of examples of regions and areas where strife and tensions continue to exist 

or re-emerge even after decades have passed such as the aforementioned Nagorno Karabakh 

Conflict or the Taiwan Strait but in short, this case has been selected best because of its 

abundance of sources.         

 To summarize, the research will focus on applying the model to two cases in two 

periods in time in the aforementioned region between the selected actors. We will measure 

what the situation was according to the theory and compare this to the relations between both 

groups and whether there is a relation between both. Ultimately we will have a case that 

should prove the theory is right, one that is assumed should prove it wrong to assure there is 

no bias by only choosing cases that could prove or disprove the theory. Yet the region and 

actors stay the same in order to not let any regional differences create diverging views on the 

theory. The use of the model will be explained later in the next chapter after which the case 

studies are examined followed by the comparison between both in order to answer the main 

research question.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 

 
Before we dive deeper into the academic debate surrounding the Offense-Defense Theory it is 

important to understand the underlying fundamentals considering the security dilemma and its 

roots in Realist theories. The main fundament of Realist theories is that there is no rule of law 

governing states, instead, there is anarchy and states must take steps to assure their survival as 

other states will do the same (Shiping, 2009). As such, security, or lack of, plays an important 

role in this world where survival is key and competition is constant because to protect their 

possessions, states will often seek to control resources or territories outside their own, and the 

possibility of an eventual clash of interest increases radically. Therefore, to survive, a state 

must increase its capabilities to defend its territories and interests to protect itself against 

internal and external threats. However, since all states live in this perpetuated state of 

competition, it is often unclear what their intentions are and whether they are increasing their 

capabilities to defend interests or to expand and therefore pose a threat to others (Jervis, 

1978).            

 This situation, in which it is not always possible to read each other’s intentions 

correctly, is called the Security Dilemma. It is argued that this phenomenon, the Security 

Dilemma, is the leading source of conflict between states (Snyder, 1984). One state increases 

its security, for example through weapon procurements or technological developments, only 

to eventually decrease the security of another state as the result shifts the balance of power. 

This shift in the balance of power will not immediately create a dilemma, but as states are 

often unable to read each other’s intentions they do not know whether these actions are taken 

in order to protect themselves or threaten others. ODT theorists believe the intensity of this 

situation can be measured and as such, help with explaining conflicts or even predicting 

possible areas of future conflicts in order to take steps to de-escalate in order to prevent them 

(Nilsson, 2012).  

2.1 Offense-Defense Model Explained 
 

The Offense-Defense Theory builds its fundament and plausibility on the assumption that any 

change in the balance of power in combination with the ability, or inability, to distinguish 

these actions as either being aggressive or defensive can increase the chance of conflict 

significantly. This doesn’t sound implausible at all as several conflicts in the past have 

erupted precisely because of this occurrence (Shiping, 2010).    
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 Robert Jervis established ODT as a way to measure and describe the intensity of this 

dynamic between states. This theory would be an important tool in order to determine the 

volatility of a certain conflict and the chances of it escalating into open war. In order to assess 

this, Jervis breaks this down into four scenarios. The first scenario has the highest likelihood 

of further escalating due to two factors, first, it is impossible to distinguish between defensive 

or offensive actions taken by each side, and secondly, offensive actions have an advantage 

over defensive actions. In the fourth scenario, there is little chance of escalation as both 

factors favor peaceful resolutions, actions are easily distinguishable from each other and 

overall defensive actions have an advantage over offensive actions, which for example would 

radically decrease the possibility of a successful surprise attack being launched against you 

(Jervis, 1978).  

Graph 2.1 Offense Defense Theory 

 

Source: Robert Jervis, Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma 1978 

The hypothesis is that if the graph shows that the security situation is safe because the defense 

has the advantage and actions are distinguishable then the chances of tensions increasing and 

leading to escalation should be minimal. Whereas if the offense has the advantage and actions 

are not distinguishable events could lead to escalation and in many cases, this could be the 

outcome (Jervis,1978). 

2.2 Offense-Defense Balance 

 

The most important component is the Offense-Defense Balance ( ODB) which is the tool to 

measure the situation to specify which of the above-mentioned scenarios can be attributed to 

it. In its essence, it identifies which of the key two factors, whether actions are distinguishable 
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and what has the advantage, offensive or defensive operations (Glaser and Kaufmann, 1998). 

However, academics that use the theory often differ in their approach. This is not entirely 

surprising since the theory did not offer a specific methodological approach when it was first 

presented. Generally speaking, it always involves the ODB in which the balance of power is 

measured between the different actors (Garfinkel and Dafoe, 2019).  
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3. Literature Review 
 

This chapter can be divided into four sub-chapters that will discuss the most prevalent and 

recurring points of critique concerning ODT. The first chapter considers the misunderstanding 

critics often have with what the goal and purpose of the theory should be. The second chapter 

deals with the fact that many critics argue that the offense-defense balance can’t be measured 

and therefore is not credible, the third chapter discusses the apparent over-reliance on the 

technology of the theory, and the last chapter focuses on whether the defense or offense can 

be distinguished from each other. The chapter concludes with a discussion on how all these 

issues and points of critique fit into the theory tests.     

3.1 Fundamentals of the critique 
 

Some authors argue that the foundations of the theory are underdeveloped and that it lacks an 

agreed definition which in turn results in the inconsistent application, which is commonly 

accepted as coming from a lack of testing. However, the most serious of their accusations 

concerning ODT is that it is flawed due to the inability to measure outcomes of wars, as they 

are so uncertain (Lynn-Jones, 1995).       

 Although indeed factual that outcomes of wars can rarely be predicted if at all, this is 

not the purpose of ODT. In other words, the criticism is often focused on the wrong aspects of 

the theory, since ODT is a tool used to predict the intensity of a certain conflict or situation 

and the chance of escalation. In short, it’s not about predicting the outcome of the war but 

what the chances are the outcome is war (Biddle, 2001).  

3.2 How credible is the model? 

 

Another point of criticism is focused on the credibility of the model in the sense that it is 

capable of accurately measuring the security situation. In other words, if the offense-defense 

balance cannot be measured, the theory cannot predict or explain anything (Glaser and 

Kaufmann, 1998). Proponents on the other hand argue that critics overstate the difficulty of 

measuring the balance while others argue that estimates of the balance are sufficient for the 

model to be used accurately. As they argue, analytical tools capable of measuring the offense-

defense balance are frequently being used in other fields and are the same used for military 

net assessment. These tools focus on force ratios between attackers and defenders and what 

means are necessary in order to force a breakthrough (Leiber, 2011). Within the offense-
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defense theory, this is crucial since it will depend on whether offensive actions or defensive 

actions have the advantage.         

 For example, one of these tools is the force-to-space ratio devised by Lidell Hart, who 

concluded that greater force levels could significantly benefit the defender. This was based on 

the fact that during the initial investments the attacker’s capability to exploit points on the 

battlefield increased as it can exploit gaps in areas where the defender provided little 

coverage. Beyond a certain investment level, the defender begins to saturate the battlefield, 

reducing any opportunities the attacker derives from differences in the two patterns of 

coverage. He argued that there was some force-to-space ratio necessary to provide sufficiently 

unbroken coverage of a front. If it was below this force-to-space ratio, the advantage would be 

to the attacker who could easily concentrate his forces on the weak points or gaps of the 

defensive line. This tool was extensively used by NATO in order to estimate the size of a 

defensive force in order to repel a Warsaw Pact invasion (Hart, 1960). As such, the tools have 

been used and tested extensively.        

 Critics argue that a more complete theory would include additional variables, such as 

power, measured in relative resources; and military skill which is a country’s ability to 

effectively employ military technology. The main criticism concerning the credibility of the 

theory can therefore be summarized as a lack of components that give the necessary 

information in order to measure the balance of power (Kaufmann and Glaser, 1998). 

Proponents on the other hand argue that the precision the theory requires for measuring the 

balance of power is often lower than critics realize and that estimates are sufficient to provide 

the theory with substantial explanatory and predictive capabilities (Nilsson, 2012). This is 

again an example of the necessity to further test the theory in order to answer this question. 

Additional testing would produce results that could explain whether indeed the estimates 

provided by the theory are sufficient or whether more components are needed.  

3.3 The concerns regarding its dimensions  

 

Another point of criticism focuses on the reliance, or according to critics, overreliance on 

technological factors and the incapability to measure this accurately or give it any value. This 

is not surprising considering the complexity of predicting technological advancements in 

warfare situations (Shiping, 2010). This is mostly attributed to the case that military means 

are rarely ever used in their intended full-scale war scenarios. The reason for this is that war, 

thankfully, is a rare occurrence and as a result, it is impossible to fully assess how the system 
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will be used as it can never really be frequently experienced, tested, and improved as other 

systems (Leiber, 2000).         

 For example, European powers failed to predict the grueling attrition warfare of the 

First World War as they had failed to recognize the potential of new technologies, such as 

machine guns and chemical weapons, as they were used in outdated doctrines. And since they 

failed to predict this, the overall cost far outweighed the perceived benefits each side believed 

could be achieved (Biddle, 2001).        

 However, this is a good example of how technology should be measured, which is 

within the inclusion of doctrine. Military means should be addressed according to each side’s 

doctrine since actors will use their means quite differently (Garfinkel and Dafoe, 2019). And 

as such, it’s able to measure the technological factor and advantage or disadvantage this has 

over the other side. During the Second World War, for example, the German Empire already 

took advantage of numerous technological advancements concerning radios, improved motor 

vehicles, and other interwar inventions. This might explain the discrepancy between the 

smaller numbers of the forces of the Axis and an overall larger number of Allied forces during 

the first weeks of the invasions of France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Norway and the 

eventual outcome in favor of Axis forces (Nilsson, 2012). As such, there is a possibility to 

measure the technological factor within the Offense-Defense Balance, yet the context in 

which it is perceived to be used and the effectiveness are key in this regard. But critics do 

seem to have a point when it comes to the inevitable complexity of it all.    

 The implications of geography are the least controversial of all the factors that are 

related to the ODB (Lynn-Jones, 1995). Terrain can have a strong effect on whether defense 

or offense has the advantage. Terrain that slows or channelizes movement generally puts a 

strain on logistics, therefore, strengthening the defense more than the offense. In a similar way 

distance to the objectives can affect the balance, the vaster the area necessary to traverse in 

order to reach the objectives the more this favors the defense (Garfinkel and Dafoe, 2019).  

3.4 Concerns regarding distinguishability of actions 
 

The last point of criticism is aimed at the inability to distinguish between offensive and 

defensive actions and weapons (Shiping, 2010). Critics argue that this is impossible since 

most, if not all, weapon systems can be used in multiple ways. A tank can be used to hold a 

defensive line or storm it, therefore it cannot be perceived as either defensive or offensive. 

Proponents of the theory argue that although weapons are indeed often multifunctional and do 



Christiaan van Sliedregt  S2342391 

12 
 

not need to merely focus on one aspect, being either defensive or offensive operations, there 

are always situations in which certain specifications favor certain operations. A certain 

weapon system can be better suited for attacking than defending (Lieber, 2000 & Garfinkel 

and Dafoe, 2019).         

 Furthermore, the impact of a specific weapon or technology innovation and its 

performance properties should not be assessed in simple isolation but according to the impact 

it has on the state’s ability to perform offensive or defensive actions (Lynn-Jones, 1995). 

Certain improvements in weapon systems are more favorable depending on the nature of the 

military operation. Improvements in mobility are generally perceived to be favoring offense 

while improvements in firepower favor defensive actions. The effects of innovations in 

protection, logistics, communication, and detection are more varied, depending on how 

specific innovations interact with force behavior (Gaser and Kaufmann, 1998). 

Distinguishability might therefore be easier to assess than most critics argue, especially when 

measured in combination with the technological factor and whether it is perceived to favor 

either a defensive or offensive strategy and usage.      

3.5 Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the main point of critique was that the theory is too complex to be measured 

and cannot predict the outcome of a conflict. Yet the purpose of the theory is not to predict the 

outcome of a conflict but whether the chances of escalation are increasing or decreasing. War 

will not suddenly happen because one side has the advantage over the other, but certain events 

might escalate as the chances are higher or lower considering the balance. As such, the model 

could be used to determine which areas show higher chances of escalation and therefore the 

possibility of war as an outcome.         

 The second point focuses on the credibility of the theory as opponents argue that it is 

too detailed to be measured. However, tools were already used to accurately measure military 

force balances even before the theory was developed. Yet, what many on both sides agree on 

is that the theory might be incomplete and lack certain variables. In general, opponents argue 

that ballpark estimates are sufficient in order to come to a valid conclusion.  

 The third point focuses on the apparent over-reliance on the technology of weapon 

systems and that it’s too complex to measure accurately. However, the focus should never be 

merely on the weapon system or technology but on how it fits in the context of military 

operations.            
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 And the last point of critique focuses on whether actions can actually be distinguished 

from being offensive or defensive. This mainly comes from the fact that weapon systems can 

be used in multiple different ways and therefore be used both offensively and defensively. 

However, systems always favor one usage over the other in certain military operations. 

Therefore, these systems should always be reviewed within the context of how they’re being 

used in military operations and the state’s ability to use them effectively.    

 Overall, according to proponents the theory is often misused, is needlessly considered 

too complex and its variables are often measured without taking into consideration the context 

of the military operations in which they would be used. As such this theory test will assume 

that ballpark estimates are sufficient to come up with a viable analysis and take into 

consideration the military context and the summarized points of critique.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Christiaan van Sliedregt  S2342391 

14 
 

4. Methodology 
 

4.1 Overview 
 

In this chapter, we will discuss the methodology of the thesis and which sources will be used. 

The structure will therefore be the following; first, the selected method and the reason for its 

choice will be discussed. Second, the variables chosen from the theory will be explained, as 

their usage differs among scholars. Third, the case selection will follow, such as why these 

two cases have been selected, why this geographical location, the actors involved, the period 

in time, and finally why focus on these events. Lastly, the sources that have been selected will 

be examined which will be followed by a short summary of how each chapter is structured. 

4.2 Case Method 
 

The goal of this thesis is to test the viability and usability of the offense-defense balance and 

its model. In doing so, it would be possible to contribute to the current debate in which it is 

acknowledged that there is a lack of testing of the theory (Adams, 2004). In order to do that, 

we must apply this model to a selection of cases in which the results will be compared and 

analyzed in order to find out to what extent they can explain the reason why certain events 

almost led to escalation or indeed escalated or why not at all (Yin, 2018).   

 The following method will be employed through process tracing, we will examine 

whether indeed a certain event, in this case, military exercise, led or almost led to escalation, 

depending on how the situation was assessed in the graph (Yin, 2018). Process tracing is a 

method to assess whether there’s a relation between cause and effect, or outcome. It is used to 

examine which mechanisms in place led to the outcome. In this study, the cause is the military 

exercise and the mechanisms in place are assessed through ODB leading to the aftermath, the 

outcome, which should show a correlation between the both (Yin, 2018).    

 For example, if the situation of the security dilemma can be classified as doubly 

dangerous it means the event was close to escalation or indeed escalated because tensions 

were extremely high. If. on the other hand, it can be classified as doubly stable, the result 

should be that the event was not considered threatening at all (Jervis, 1978). As such, each 

case goes through four phases; the first phase consists of a small outline and background of 

the military exercise. This is done in order to better understand the context of the military 

situation, something that was mentioned before in the literature review as the proponent’s 
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object is often missing from case studies (Glaser and Kaufmann, 1998). The second part 

consists of analyzing and examining the various variables in order to determine how the 

situation can be assessed according to the model (Leiber, 2011). The next phase will be to 

determine where on the graph (Graph 4.1) the situation can be placed according to the 

variables. And finally, the direct aftermath of the event will be discussed and whether it 

correlates with the graph and therefore shows casualty with the graph (Yin, 2018).  

 By using comparative research, it is possible to focus on multiple outcomes of the 

model and analyze whether they differ and what is the reason for this differentiation. If we 

would only focus on one case it would be possible to overlook certain aspects that would only 

become visible after analyzing multiple cases. As such we will not make any adjustments to 

the model and use it in the same way in all selected cases (Yin, 2018).  

Graph 4.1 Offense-Defense Theory 

Source: Robert Jervis, Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma 1978 

In order to remain unbiased and prevent a conclusion that has already been predetermined, it is 

necessary to use multiple cases when comparing, one to disprove the theory, and one to prove 

it. This will create the best circumstances in which the theory can be examined without the risk 

of being biased toward either outcome, whether the theory holds up or whether it fails. Due to 

the scope of this research, it is impossible to assess more than two cases with the in-depth 

analysis required for the model to be properly applied (Yin, 2018).     

 The application of ODT focuses for a large part on the model and its graph. As can be 

seen from the graph it consists of two main pillars which actions have the advantage, whether 

they be offensive or defensive, and whether these are distinguishable from each other (Jervis, 

1978). As such, each case will be assessed according to these two pillars. The first part will 

consist of analyzing the different variables that need to be measured in order to ascertain 
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whether offense or defense had the advantage. (Lieber, 2011). While the second part focuses 

on whether actions are distinguishable from each other.     

 Since ballpark estimates should be sufficient in order for the theory to work, a binary 

system will be used that fits the graph, as it is only composed of four stages and two pillars. 

Instead of one or zero either high/low is used, to measure distinguishability, or 

favorable/unfavorable to measure whether the offense has the advantage. For example, if the 

majority of the variables show that distinguishability is low, it can be assessed that offensive 

and defensive posture is not distinguishable from each other.  And the same goes for whether 

offense or defense has the advantage. If the majority of the variables show that offense is 

favorable compared to unfavorable it will be assessed as such.  The last part is determining on 

the graph where the two axes meet (Jervis, 1978).       

 The result will be compared with historical records regarding the aftermath of the 

situation. For example, if the graph shows that the situation was doubly dangerous, historical 

accounts of the military exercise on both sides should show that there was an increased fear of 

escalation. This would show that there is indeed a casualty between the graph and events and 

as such, it can accurately predict when the chances of escalation are high and when not. 

4.3 Measured variables 
 

Offense or defense has the advantage 

When using the theory, academics often differ in which components they investigate when 

measuring the balance of power. Some authors focus also on training and doctrine to establish 

whether the actions are distinguishable between offensive and defensive as a defensive 

doctrine will surely give the advantage to a defensive posture opposing an offensive one 

(Glaser and Kaufmann, 1998). However, generally speaking, there are a couple of 

components that are always used, being Force Size, Geography, and Technology. These 

components will be used to determine whether offensive or defensive actions have the 

advantage and will be measured according to the Favorable or Unfavorable binary system.  

 Force Size includes the military capabilities of each side, often measured in military 

assets. This will consist of three components, the first being Total Force Size, what each side 

has to its disposition, in order to assess which side has a military advantage in number and 

systems compared to the other side. Available Force Size includes military assets nearby the 

exercise area, and lastly, Involved Forces are what is used in the military exercise and how 

this affects the balance (Glaser and Kaufmann, 1998). When measuring the balance of forces, 
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it will be compared to the force ratio levels necessary for an offensive shown in Graph 4.2 

(Hart, 1960). For example, as a rule of thumb, in order to attack a prepared opponent one 

needs to outnumber the enemy three to one. The assessment will be either Favorable or 

Unfavorable considering how the balance changes. 

Graph 4.2 Force Ratio Model 

 

Source: McCarthy, Combat Values: A Unified Input for Correlation of Forces and Means 

2020 

The second variable focuses on Geography, which is also tied closely to Force Size as the 

location of the Available and Involved Forces is a geographical matter (Biddle, 2001). This 

can be categorized into three components; Force Disposition, which ties in with the latter one 

considering Force Size, Terrain, and Overall Operational Area. Force Disposition shows 

which side has the initial numeric advantage in the opening stages of a possible conflict this 

could shift the balance of power significantly. Regarding Terrain the analysis will focus on 

whether this favors the defender or attacker. Generally speaking, open areas favor mobility 

and thus the attacker, while urbanized and hilly terrain favor protection and thus the defender. 

The Overall Operation Area differs from the terrain as it will assess the broader geographical 

situation, such as, where reinforcements would arrive from and how fast (Hart, 1960). The 

classification will again be either Favorable or Unfavorable for all three components.  

 The last variable is Technology which consists of six areas or components; Mobility, 

Firepower, Protection, Logistics, Communication, and Detection (Glaser and Kaufmann 1998 

& van Evera, 1998). The technological component is to determine whether these military 

capabilities favor an offensive or a defensive strategy and also to establish which side has a 

qualitative edge over the other (Lieber, 2000). Overall, it is considered that Mobility favors 

the offense and Firepower favors the defense. The other four are more varied depending on 
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the usage and military context. All six components will be classified as either Favorable or 

Unfavorable towards the offensive.  

Posture is or isn’t distinguishable from offensive or defensive  

Lastly, whether it is possible to distinguish the actions of each side as either defensive or 

aggressive, is mostly determined by the rhetoric and actions states take towards each other. As 

such, the following variables, Trust, and Transparency will be used. Trust will be measured 

through treaties that were in effect, in progress, or even broken when it comes to arms control 

and force reductions. The more states trust each other, the more likely they look favorable to 

disarmament, while if they do not disarm they either still feel threatened or remain a threat. 

Trust and Transparency will be assessed as either being High if posture is distinguishable or 

Low, if not.          

 Transparency will be measured by examining how transparent each side was about its 

intended goals and actions. During the Cold War and later on, there were many diplomatic 

channels, some still in existence, between each side to mediate the chances of escalation 

through misunderstanding. Furthermore, there are many agreements considering military 

exercises between both sides dealing with necessary communications and information that 

needs to be provided to each side before the exercise starts. For example, the intended goal, 

the time period, and which forces are involved. Transparency depends on how binding and 

comprehensive these treaties were and whether they were adhered to.  

4.4 Case Selection 
 

As already mentioned before in the research question the location and actors of the cases have 

already been selected. This has been done for two reasons; the first is to narrow the scope of 

the cases to one particular region and involved actors as a broader scope would be unfeasible 

for this study. And secondly, to guarantee that the conditions of the security situation largely 

remain the same (Yin, 2018).         

 As such, the choice has been made to focus on Europe and the recurring tensions that 

exist on the borders between West-Europe and East-Europe. Therefore, the actors that will be 

examined are NATO and the Soviet Union, and later on Russian Federation (Cross, 2013). 

There are reasons why one can argue that the Russian Federation is a continuation of the 

Soviet Union, in this case, it’s because it did not take long after the Cold War before its 

animosity towards NATO resurfaced and the dynamic returned. Therefore the Russian 

Federation will be considered a continuation of the Soviet Union where security interests are 
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involved. One example of this is the recurring claims of the Russian Federation that NATO 

expansion is hostile as the Soviet Union was guaranteed NATO would not expand eastwards 

(Baev, 2018).            

 The last question involved is why the choice was made to focus on military exercises 

as the events to be examined? The reason for this was the inherent characteristics of military 

exercises and their uniformity between cases. There’s a form of military build-up, often near a 

border and some sort of simulated combat takes place often in order to gain experience, 

explore the effects of warfare, and or test strategies. Furthermore, military exercises are often 

a point of discussion as to what extent they lead to escalation (Kua and Blankenship, 2022). 

Not all tensions are uniform and it is hard to examine the commonality between for example 

the Cuban Missile of 1962 crisis and the 1960 U-2 Incident. It is however easier to focus on 

military exercises as their characteristics are largely the same (Yin, 2018).  

 Although many military exercises, were indeed only what they were supposed to be 

some exercises have been used as a ruse in order to invade and gain the initiative through a 

surprise attack. As such, tensions are therefore always higher between countries with strained 

relationships when military exercises are involved. The reason for this seems to be clear as 

any country would be cautious whenever large troop movements gather near its border (Huth, 

1999). Another reason is that as the model measures whether actions are distinguishable from 

each other and if this is not the case, the chances for escalation during a military exercise are 

much higher as it might not be clear what the other side’s intentions are (Snyder, 1984 & 

Jervis, 1978).            

 The first case is that of the Autumn Reforger 83 military exercise that could have 

resulted in open conflict between the two sides. This case should prove the theory as the 

situation was probably doubly dangerous at the moment considering the dynamics of the Cold 

War and as such, this military exercise came close to sparking World War Three (Heuser, 

2018). It is, however, important to say that this recently came under discussion to what extent 

this could have sparked World War Three. At the moment, it is the case that comes closest to 

the expected hypothesis, the situation was Doubly Dangerous and the chances of escalation 

were high which was shown by the resulting tensions on both sides.    

 The second case that will be examined, is the military exercise Zapad 17. The intended 

goal of Zapad 17 was to defend the country from a large-scale attack coming from an 

adversary that showed similar characteristics as NATO (National Interest, 2017). It was 

feared by NATO to be a ruse for a possible aggressive move by the Russian Federation. This 
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did not happen and therefore, it is assumed that this event will disprove the theory. The 

situation was doubly dangerous after the annexation of Crimea.  

4.5 Source selection 
 

In order to measure Force Size the military capabilities of both sides will be examined 

through an analysis of sources provided by NATO and the International Institute for Strategic 

Studies, which annually publishes an assessment of the current military balance in the world. 

Furthermore, certain documentation will be examined, from historical archives, that shows 

which troops were involved during the exercise and nearby and which side had the local 

advantage. Considering this source, we can answer what the military balance was and how it 

changed during the exercise (Glaser and Kaufmann, 1998). Geographical sources will be used 

in order to determine the characteristics of the terrain. There are also multiple studies done by 

NATO and the RAND organization on possible conflict scenarios between NATO and the 

Russian Federation to assess the advantage of Force Dispositions and the Overall Operational 

Area Technology will be assessed by looking at certain assessments and documentation by 

military experts surrounding weapon systems in order to assess whether these favor the 

advantage or the offensive. This will be done in order to better understand the military context 

that seems to be often lacking in any application of the model. Although countries are of 

course reluctant to share technical data on their most modern weapon systems, it is possible to 

examine how these weapon systems would be used by looking at military doctrine and 

strategies (Garfinkel and Dafoe, 2019).      

 Furthermore, archival records and secondary sources will be used to analyze various 

treaties and events that could affect the level of Trust and Transparency between NATO and 

the Soviet Union. Agreements on force reduction and arms control will be examined to 

establish what level of Trust there was between both sides, such as START and NEW START 

in 2010. There are also multiple treaties that can be examined, the most prominent being the 

Helsinki Accords of 1975 and the Vienna Document of 2011 in order to measure 

Transparency.                                                 

4.6 Interpretation and structure 

 

The study follows this strategy. By comparing various cases, selected to avoid any bias 

towards any explanation, it will be possible to analyze the validity and feasibility of ODT and 

its model. The results will show to what extent the model can explain any of the events that 
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happened and whether they indeed explain the aftermath that occurred.    

 The thesis is divided into two chapters each comprising a different case. Each chapter 

will begin with an introduction of the tensions that arose and the necessary context. Next, the 

various variables will be measured against the graph in order to eventually compare the 

results to the aftermath of the exercise. Finally, the conclusions of each case will be compared 

in order to come up with a comprehensive answer in order to reach final conclusions and add 

further recommendations.     
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5. Case analysis: Autumn Reforger 83 
 

5.1 Introduction 

  

The first case that will be examined is Autumn Reforger 1983 an annually recurring military 

exercise starting in 1967 by NATO. It was conceived to show the continued commitment to 

the defense of NATO and its capability to rapidly reinforce NATO units after US president 

Lyndon Johnson withdrew US troops from Europe. It consisted of a large-scale deployment of 

forces and often consisted of a division or more that would deploy to West Germany. It also 

served as the foundation of a plan to reinforce NATO presence in Europe, in which case it 

would chance into Operation Reforger (Heuser, 2018).      

 In essence, it involved troops redeploying from the USA to Europe where they would 

equip themselves from pre-positioned US military equipment stocks (POMCUS) in various 

places in Europe. As such these units could quickly become combat effective, without having 

to wait for heavy military equipment to arrive from overseas or by air where, in case of war, 

they would be vulnerable to Soviet attacks (Palmer, 2018).     

 However, it not only consisted of these drills but also of several war games and 

exercises such as Able Archer 83. Able Archer simulated command and control procedures, 

and how these transitioned from conventional through chemical and nuclear operations during 

wartime (Palmer, 2018). Able Archer 83 is generally believed to have come severely close to 

escalating into Nuclear war, although this is debated as to how close it really came to 

escalation (Heuser, 2018).          

 The structure is as follows, the Force Size, Geography, and Technology will be 

assessed then followed by Trust and Transparency in order to be summarized and compared 

to the aftermath of the exercise.           

5.2 Force Size 

 

As mentioned before, three components will be examined to measure their effect on the 

Offense-Defense Balance to distinguish whether offensive or defensive actions are favorable. 

Looking at the first component in the graph (Graph 5.1) shows the disparity between overall 

NATO forces and Warsaw Pact forces. It is visible that Pact forces outnumber NATO forces 

except for one component. However, Pact forces only hold a significant advantage over 

NATO in certain areas. This makes sense when taking into account the Soviet Doctrine that 
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relied heavily on the usage of mobile armored forces capable of performing a breakthrough 

while being supported by heavy use of artillery and fires (NATO Information Centre, 1980). 

NATO strategy relied on technological superiority in order to offset this advantage in 

numbers, this will be discussed later though (Miller, 1981). Yet, this does mean that Soviet 

forces hold a slight numerical advantage, however, meaning NATO forces lacked the 

necessary numerical advantage for an offensive. When we look at Nuclear Forces (Graph 5.2) 

the picture remains the same and the disparity between both sides is even less profound as 

Pact forces only hold a slight advantage over NATO forces regarding Nuclear forces (NATO 

Information Centre, 1984).   

Graph 5.1 Total Force Numbers 

Source: NATO Information Centre, Force Comparisons 1984 
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Graph 5.2 Nuclear Forces  

 

Source: NATO Information Centre, Force Comparisons 1984 

Graph 5.3 Available Force Number

Source: NATO Information Centre, Force Comparisons 1984 

Since the military exercise was focused around northern Europe, predominantly West- 

German forces near the vicinity of the theater of operations at the immediate outbreak of 

hostilities will be examined. The graph (graph 5.3) shows all available military assets for both 

sides that would be able to mobilize within 48 hours (NATO Information Centre, 1984). And 

as we can see the numerical advantage of Pact forces over NATO diminishes slightly. Overall 

Pact forces’ numerical superiority remains in an overall ratio of two to one. Although 
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NATO’s disadvantage in numbers diminishes slightly this is far from enough to achieve the 

necessary advantage of three to one required for an offensive to succeed (Hart, 1960). 

Graph 5.4 Involved Force Numbers 

Type Amount 

Troops 35.600 

Armored Vehicles 2.050 

Other vehicles 7.100 

Source: Info Royal Netherlands Army, Reforger ‘83 1983 

This year Autumn Reforger coincided with and included the Dutch military exercise, Atlantic 

Lion 83 a large Field Training Exercise that also involved a contingent of British troops and 

the troops involved in Autumn Reforger (Palmer, 2018). Although consisting of significant 

numbers only a few US and Dutch divisions were involved during Autumn Reforge alongside 

small elements of other militaries such as coming from the UK (Info Royal Netherlands 

Army, 1983). As such, the number of forces involved did not significantly shift the balance 

favorably towards NATO’s side when it came to numbers.     

 To summarize, neither side held a substantial numerical advantage over the other. 

Warsaw Pact forces outnumbered NATO forces in some areas which would give them some 

advantages over NATO. However, NATO was sorely outnumbered by Pact forces and would 

have been unable to launch a conventional offensive that would require the necessary force 

advantages. Therefore we will classify this as Unfavorable towards offensive operations. 

5.3 Geography 

 

If we look at the geographical area we have to take into account three components, the first 

being the size of the potential Theater of Operations, Force Disposition, and how this could 

have affected a possible first strike advantage for NATO, and the Terrain of the area. And 

since all the exercises, were in or around West Germany they were mostly threatening to East 

Germany, as such, we can assume that this would be the potential Theater of Operations of 

any hypothetical conflict between both sides (NATO Information Centre, 1984).   

 Both sides relied heavily on the mobilization of forces to bring active-duty formations 

up to strength, however, when looking at the Theater of Operations it is clear that this is more 

favorable towards the Warsaw Pact than for NATO. The bulk of NATO’s reinforcements had 

to be moved across the Atlantic and English channels. The Warsaw Pact on the other hand 
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could move many of its reserves over railways or roads. As such the advantage was more 

towards the Warsaw Pact (NATO Information Centre, 1984).    

 Force disposition remained still in favor of Warsaw Pact forces due to their numerical 

advantage over NATO forces. Although the involved NATO divisions could have made some 

territorial gains in a surprise attack, assuming Warsaw Pact forces would be caught off guard 

and required 48 hours to mobilize, overall speaking they would lack the necessary numbers to 

press on. As such, it can be assumed that any surprise attack would quickly be halted without 

any significant gains to show for it (Aspects of NATO, 1980).     

 Looking at the terrain of both East and West Germany consists of forests, hills, and 

urbanized terrain both favoring the defender as they provide ample cover and protection, yet 

also plenty of flat areas that would be suited for mobility, favoring the attacker. The Terrain 

was therefore not predominantly in favor of the defender or attacker. For example, efficient 

use of the terrain became an important cornerstone for NATO’s defense as it built its 

defensive strategy on funneling PACT forces into areas where it could not efficiently employ 

its numerical superiority. Although it is not known whether Pact forces had similar plans for 

the defense of East Germany (Bluth, 2004).      

 Considering all examined components it is possible to deduce that the overall size of 

the operational theater was not in favor of NATO considering their dependency on 

reinforcements. However, looking at the disposition of forces on both sides, neither side had a 

considerable advantage over the other favoring the defense. Looking at the terrain it is harder 

to assess what is favored more, but considering the foundation of NATO strategy relied 

heavily on the terrain it is slightly more favorable towards the defense. In summarizing, all 

variables show that the defense was more favorable than the offense.  

5.4 Technology 

 

Considering technology, it is important to see this in the context of both sides’ military 

doctrine. As mentioned earlier NATO relied on superior technology compared to Soviet and 

Warsaw Pact doctrine which favored quantity over quality. Warsaw Pact doctrine was 

therefore much more focused on the offense compared to NATO’s more defensive doctrine. 

 During this time many weapon systems had already been employed or were being 

introduced that were highly mobile. Systems such as the Main Battle Tank (MBT), Infantry 

Fighting Vehicle (IFV), and various types of Helicopters and Fighter jets. More and more 

battlefield formations also became mechanized or motorized greatly increasing their mobility 
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(Miller, 1981). Mobility was therefore heavily favoring offensive operations.  

 There were also great leaps in Firepower as weapon calibers increased both in size and 

in the rate of fire. Also, more and more systems were equipped with higher caliber weapons 

such as troops transport which became IFVs. systems that could now also fight alongside the 

infantry and MBTs it supported (Miller, 1981). It also saw the increased introduction of 

various Anti-Tank Guided Missiles that saw such success during the Yom Kippur war of 

1973.             

 Increases in Protection had generally been falling behind as the design of many 

weapon systems previously seemed to be focusing on increasing mobility and firepower. This 

is visible in the design of the Leopard-1, AMX-30, and T-62. Although this was starting to 

change with the introduction of heavier MBTs and IFVs such as the Leopard 2, M1 Abrams, 

and Challenger 1 (Miller, 1981).         

 When comparing Logistics both sides had fundamentally different approaches. Overall 

the speed and efficiency of logistical units had increased considerably compared to WW2, 

however, it was assumed that the pace of war would increase substantially too, meaning units 

would run out of supplies much quicker while needing resupply in order to remain combat 

effective. NATO forces relied on logistics and reinforcements in order to keep their 

formations combat effective. However, the Warsaw Pact relied on its numerical advantage, a 

formation would continue fighting till it was spent and then another formation would take 

over. As such there were vastly different perspectives on logistics on both sides (Miller, 

1981).             

 The 1980s saw an increase in the availability of radio communication equipment in 

various weapon systems which favored the coordination between units. Overall speaking this 

could both favor the attacker and the defender. What was of substantial difference was how 

both sides employed their command structure. Soviet forces were commanded very centrally 

and its junior officers were not allowed to take any initiative. This fitted in their doctrine 

surrounding rehearsed set-piece attacks, favoring the offensive. NATO forces relied much 

more on their junior officers and their ability to take initiative and use the situation to their 

advantage. As such NATO forces were much more versatile compared to Warsaw Pact forces 

(NATO Information Service, 1984 ).        

 The ability to see the enemy before they can spot you has been crucial in any 

engagement. The developments concerning detection are perhaps key compared to all other 

components. The increase of detection systems tactically favored the defense as more 

advanced optics were installed on new weapon systems as well as night optics that became 
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available, although these were very rudimentary (Miller, 1981).     

 Considering the examined components, it can be assessed that Mobility and Protection 

were more favorable for offensive operations whereas Firepower was more favored by the 

defender. When it came to Logistics, Communication, and Detection these are neither 

favoring the offense nor defense more than the other. Generally speaking, NATO doctrine 

was more focused on the defense while the Warsaw Pact was more favored offensive 

operations. As such, technology was more favoring offensive operations than defensive.   

5.5 Trust 

 

In order to measure trust, the overall amount of arms treaties that are in effect and how the 

involved nations are following it is examined. And looking at 1983 trust on both sides can be 

considered Low. Even though this would change drastically mutual trust was still high in 

1979 as the Soviet Union unilaterally withdrew 20.000 troops from East Germany as a sign of 

good faith towards NATO if they would refrain from positioning more nuclear weapons on 

European soil. This was all done in accordance with the Mutual and Balanced Force 

Reduction (MBFR) negotiations that had started five years earlier (Dean, 1983).   

 However, in 1983 progress was halted as the Soviet Union ceased its involvement in 

further talks. This was a reaction to the fact that the US had decided to deploy Pershing 

ICBMs on European soil (Arms Control Journal. 1983). the Soviets made a statement in 

which they warned that the deployment would lead them to reconsider their previous position 

taken in arms control treaties as they would have to take steps to counterbalance these 

missiles (Soviet Government Statement, 1983). According to the USA, this was a new 

capability in order to match existing Soviet Union nuclear capabilities. For the Soviet Union, 

this was seen as an escalation as these missiles could specifically target Soviet silos and 

command structures making a successful nuclear first strike possible. This was aggravated by 

the recently announced plans of the USA to develop a highly capable missile shield to counter 

Soviet missiles (Arms Control Journal, 1983). This greatly affected the negotiations and talks 

in Geneva considering arms control on nuclear weapons (Arms Control Journal, 1983).   

5.6 Transparency 

 

Examining the treaties that were in effect during the 1980’s it can be concluded that 

Transparency was low. The main reason for this is that there were no binding rules in effect 

when it came to informing neighboring states of any planned military maneuvers. There was 
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some progress in changing this with the signing of the Helsinki Accords in 1975, which was 

an attempt to improve détente in Europe. In the document, all the parties involved agreed that 

efforts would be made to inform each other of any military maneuvers. There were some 

guidelines mentioned as to what this would entail such as inviting foreign observers to 

military exercises. However, the Helsinki Accords did not have the status of treaties and were 

not binding (Helsinki Accords, 1975). By the time of Autumn Reforger 83, relations between 

both parties had worsened because of several issues, including the deployment of Pershing 

missiles mentioned above. As such European states had stopped informing each other and 

were no longer offering visibility on each other’s military maneuvers (Dean, 1982).  

5.7 Summary 

  

Summarizing the case will be done by looking at each of the examined variables. When 

looking at Technology this can be considered as being overall more favorable towards 

offensive actions than defensive, however, taking into consideration Force Size and 

Geography and the advantage go to the defender as both sides lack the necessary force 

advantage of 3:1 to overcome each other and the terrain and theater size is not in their 

advantage, especially for NATO. As it will be assessed that the defense has the advantage. 

When looking at whether offensive or defensive posture is distinguishable from each other 

this can be assessed as not being distinguishable as both Transparency and trust are 

considered Low. Looking at the graph the situation can be considered a Security Dilemma in 

which chances of escalation are present.  

5.8 Aftermath 

 

As mentioned before the military exercise Autumn Reforger 83 almost escalated into a 

nuclear exchange as the Warsaw Pact thought it was a ruse in order to take out Soviet nuclear 

retaliation capacity in a surprise first strike. Measures were taken and certain units were put 

on standby as the chance of escalation increased. The situation de-escalated because US 

leadership decided against putting their forces on increased standby as they wanted to wait 

until after the exercise was finished as they anticipated that it was related to the exercise. 

After the exercise finished Warsaw Pact forces gradually stepped down and tensions dwindled 

(Pry, 1999).            

 It is debated to what extent the crisis could have led to an escalation and full-scale 

nuclear exchange. Although it was generally acknowledged that the exercise caused the 



Christiaan van Sliedregt  S2342391 

30 
 

reaction it is unclear to what extent the Soviets really considered the Exercise to be a ruse for 

a nuclear first strike by NATO (Heuser, 2018 ). Overall, it is assumed the Warsaw Pact was 

panicked by the fact that different procedures and actions were taken than normally were the 

case (Miles, 2020).           

 This does correlate with the result of the graph as the situation was not considered 

doubly dangerous, mostly because the offense did not have the advantage. The Soviets, 

however, became cautious as trust between both sides was degrading, which also correlates 

with the graph as mostly a lack of transparency led to increased tensions.  
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6. Case analysis: Zapad 17 

 

6.1 Introduction 
 

Zapad 2017 was a joint military exercise performed by the Russian Federation in conjunction 

with Belarusian forces in the month of September. It was a recurring exercise that continued 

after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. The scenarios of the exercise often simulated an 

attack on Russian territory or its allies to which Russian forces had to respond accordingly 

(National Interests, 2017). According to Russian authorities, the exercise was defensive in 

nature, yet this was heavily disputed by NATO as it often included offensive attacks on 

NATO territory such as in Zapad 2009 when a nuclear strike on Poland was simulated 

including offensive operations in and around Belarus. The scope of the exercise significantly 

changed after Zapad 99, the first one after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, showed that the 

Russian armed forces were incapable of repelling NATO forces leading to a revised defense 

concept (Dunin, n.d.).          

 Zapad 17 exercise scenario simulated the response to the threat of a large armed 

formation near Russian or Allied territory. It involved the rapid mobilization and 

redeployment of several Russian formations toward the Baltic Sea region and Belarussian 

exercise areas where they concluded several military drills. The involved units were 

formations from the 6th Air force and the 1st Tank Army from the Western military district and 

constituted around 13.000 troops and around 20 ships and support vessels (DW, 2017). The 

size of this exercise did not necessitate the need for mandatory formal notification to invite 

observers under the Vienna treaty.        

 Months before the exercise speculation began on how many troops would actually be 

involved and what could be the underlying motives other than those that had formally been 

disclosed. Experts were concerned that the exercise was a ruse to increase their military 

presence in Belarus near the Suwelki gap, threatening Poland and the Baltics (New York 

Times, 2017).           

 As with the first case, we will first examine whether offense or defense has the 

advantage by looking at the overall Force Size, Geographical situation, and Technological 

advantages or disadvantages after which we will examine whether posture was distinguishable 

or not by looking at Trust and Transparency resulting in the analyses of the aftermath and its 

relation to the assessment according to the ODT.  
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6.2 Force Size  

 

When looking at the graph (Graph 6.1) there are certain small changes compared to the 

previous case that has to be explained before examining the graph. Since the Cold War, the 

leading military formation has changed from the division to the brigade or even battalion 

which is why divisions were not included in this graph. The necessity of anti-tank systems 

also changed considerably as the focus began to shift away from the tank-centric armies of the 

Cold War. Furthermore, missile technology advanced considerably and saw it being 

incorporated into many armored vehicles, such as IFVs (Hagler and Baker, 2018). As such the 

separate class of anti-tank systems and formations faded away as more weapon systems could 

successfully counter tanks. What is included though is the naval forces of each side due to the 

strong focus on the Baltic Sea Region and the inclusion of naval assets in the Zapad 17 

exercise (DW, 2017). Furthermore, force multiplier aircraft have been included which is a 

class that consists of heavy UAVs, Airborne Early Warning (AEW), Intelligence Gathering 

(ISR), and Tanker planes. The reason for this is that after the cold war advancements in 

technology made these military assets much more important and their use more widespread 

(Bailey, 2013).           

 As the graph (Graph 6.2) shows the military situation had changed drastically 

compared to the balance of forces during the Cold War. The nuclear component shows that 

both sides had reached parity with each other as nuclear disarmament had significantly 

reduced the number of nuclear weapons both sides deployed. This is also understandable as 

technological advancements and the widespread understanding of mutually assured 

destruction led to the shrinking of nuclear stockpiles. For both sides, strategic nuclear 

deterrence became the main strategy (IISS Chapter Two, 2017).   

Graph 6.2 Nuclear Weapons

Source: IISS, Chapter Two, Comparative Defence Statisitcs, The Military Balance 2017 
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 Examining conventional forces (Graph 6.1) the balance has shifted significantly in 

favor of NATO forces. In many cases, it employs a favorable force ratio, or even well above, 

for offensive operations. Only if the Russian Forces would mobilize their reserve forces it 

could hope to somewhat shift the balance in its favor. Especially in the aerial domain, an area 

NATO forces were already strong, NATO has significantly increased its advantage both 

numerically and technologically. As such the total force balance is to the advantage of NATO 

(IISS,017).  

Graph 6.1 Total Force Size

Source: IISS, Chapter Two, Three, Four and Five, The Military Balance 2017 

As the military exercise of Zapad 17 is focused on the eastern flank of NATO composing the 

Baltic states and Poland the focus will be on which forces in the area would be directly 

available for both sides in case of a sudden eruption of hostilities. And as can be examined in 

this case the balance of forces shifts dramatically in favor of the Russian Federation (Graph 

6.3). Not only does the Russian Federation hold an advantage in numbers, but its formations, 
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are also heavier and better equipped, even its marines and airborne forces. NATO’s numerical 

advantage in the air and on the sea is also diminished yet not as considerable compared to the 

ground forces. The military exercise, in its actual form, did not change this balance of forces 

as it was composed of elements of the abovementioned formations. Furthermore, it only 

consisted of around 13.000 troops, several brigades, and regiments, and 20 ships of the Baltic 

Sea Fleet (Dejevsky, 2017).          

 Overall speaking NATO has a considerable numerical advantage over the Russian 

Federation. Yet this changes when the focus is on local areas such as the Baltics in which case 

the balance of forces changes in favor of the Russian Federation. This means that in a short 

campaign it would have the advantage, however, the moment NATO mobilizes and increases 

its efforts to continue the war it is hard to imagine how the Russian Federation could 

withstand such numbers. As such this will be assessed as undecided since which side has an 

advantage is circumstantial to the military operation and objectives.  

Graph 6.3 Available Forces  

Source: IISS, Chapter Two, Three, Four and Five, The Military Balance 2017 



Christiaan van Sliedregt  S2342391 

35 
 

6.3 Geography 

  

In line with the first case, the geographical area consists of three components, the potential 

Theater of Operations, Force Disposition, and the Terrain. Considering the potential Theater 

of Operations the first issue for Russia is the fact that the Baltic Sea Region is enclosed by 

several NATO partners. Any of its reinforcing fleets would have to traverse this gap, one that 

would surely be heavily contested by NATO forces. The numerical advantage that the Baltic 

Fleet would have at the start of hostilities would quickly diminish as NATO reinforcements 

would be arriving quicker and unopposed compared to Russian naval reinforcements (Veebel 

and Sliwa, 2019).         

 However, looking at the situation on the ground the balance changes significantly due 

to the fact that Kaliningrad is almost entirely enclosing the Baltic states from Poland. NATO 

reinforcements would have to cross a narrow gap in order to reach the Baltics or go through 

Belarus, which probably would draw Belarus into the conflict leading to further escalation 

(Elak and Sliwa, 2016). Neither side can therefore be given the advantage, although Russian 

forces would have the advantage at the start of the conflict, later they would have a hard time 

dealing with NATO naval forces arriving in the theater.      

 The main advantage that the Russian Federation has comes from its favorable Force 

Disposition compared to NATO (IISS, 2016). In fact, the results of a wargame between 

NATO and Russian Federation forces published in 2016 showed that NATO forces at best 

could hold out for 72 hours before being overrun. The scenario involved a quick mobilization 

of only a portion of the available nearby Russian troops that would overwhelm NATO troops 

stationed in the Baltics. Russian troops held both a numerical advantage as well as an 

advantage in heavy weaponry which enabled them to overwhelm NATO defenders. NATO air 

forces, its biggest advantage, could not inflict enough losses on the Russians in order to halt 

their advance. As such the advantage was well on the side of the Russian Federation (Shlapak 

and Johnson, 2016).           

 As the study also showed, the Terrain was greatly in favor of the attacker especially if 

they consisted of highly mobile mechanized and armored formations. The area around the 

Baltics consists primarily of flat open terrain ideally for the attacker (Elak and Sliwa, 2016). 

The fact that NATO forces mostly consisted of light infantry formations only made this worse 

as these units perform badly in open terrain against more mobile and heavier equipped 

formations. And although the Baltics also consists of several large urban zones more suitable 

for the defender to halt an advance, they were easy to envelop and isolate posing no further 



Christiaan van Sliedregt  S2342391 

36 
 

threats. Furthermore, the question remained whether the national governments of the Baltic 

states would accept the large-scale destruction of their capitals in order to win time for NATO 

reinforcements to arrive (Shlapak and Johnson, 2016).  

6.4 Technology 
 

At the end of the Cold War, many weapon programs were halted or adjusted and European 

states began to gradually decrease their armies and defense spending as the threat of war had 

ceased to exist (Hugh, 1998). Furthermore, NATO started to shift its focus on expeditionary 

missions and counter-insurgencies such as in Afghanistan during the War on Terror. The 

focus began to lie on developing light formations that could rapidly be deployed globally. 

NATO armies began to restructure their armies, putting less focus on developing their heavy 

formations, as they lacked funds to do both (Kaldor, 2013).     

 The Russian Armed Forces had fared badly in the conflicts after the Cold War. The 

disastrous results in Chechenia and the poor performance during the war in Georgia showed 

the necessity for the Russians to modernize. Even though new Russian weapon systems were 

developed and proudly presented, a lack of funds made large-scale implementation 

impossible. Instead, the Russians focused on modernizing their existing equipment as it was 

more cost-effective (Crane, Oliker and Nichiporuk, 2019).     

 Considering Mobility there had been a few advancements since the Cold War. Since 

armies were focused on counter-insurgency and rapid mobility tracks were exchanged for 

wheels on most military vehicles. Although missing the all-terrain capability of tracks, 

wheeled vehicles generally have higher mobility and were easier to maintain and therefore 

sustain on long operations. There was also a higher emphasis on strategic mobility, capable to 

deploy faster over the sea, air, and land routes (Hagler and Baker, 2018).   

 The advancements in Firepower were limited when it came to caliber size and rate of 

fire as neither increased significantly. Weapon calibers stayed relatively the same and the rate 

of fire only increased marginally for autocannons (Hagler and Baker, 2018). The changes 

included more competent fire control systems, precision-guided ammunitions, and as 

mentioned before missile technology. As a result of this, the accuracy and effectiveness of 

these weapon systems were increased. Furthermore, vehicles were often equipped with more 

armaments such as autocannons and missiles in order to counter multiple threats significantly 

increasing firepower (Bailey, 2013).       

 Advancements in Protection were considerable in both active defense and passive 
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defense. Sensors were used in order to disrupt or blind missiles, however, the effectiveness is 

debated. For ground vehicles, armor increased as both composite armor and applicable armor 

such as Explosive Reactive Armor became more effective and widespread, these were often 

applied to existing vehicles in order to extend their service time (Hagler and Baker, 2018). 

Stealth technology, in order to decrease radar signature and visibility, was introduced, 

although still only in limited numbers and mostly in Western countries (Bailey, 2013).  

 As mentioned before the biggest chance compared to weapon systems during the Cold 

War came from advancements in computing and networking (Bailey, 2013). This had the 

biggest effects on how weapon systems worked and the way armies operated. It became easier 

to coordinate between all branches of the military, for example between ground and air forces, 

greatly increasing the effectiveness of both (Hagler and Baker, 2018). As such 

Communication changed considerably compared to Cold War doctrine which is why the focus 

shifted from the Division being the center formation to the Battalion or Brigade (Crane, 

Oliker, and Nichiporuk, 2019).         

 Advancements in Detection were considerable and the usage of both night vision, 

thermal imaging, and other sensors became more widespread after its successful usage was 

demonstrated during the first Gulf War. Iraqi forces were at a disadvantage due to the fact that 

their vehicles lacked proper sensors in order to detect US forces in comparison the Coalition 

forces often did have these sensors on their vehicles (Hagler and Baker, 2018).   

 Compared to the Cold War the technological advancements of weapon systems despite 

being extensive were not visible. Existing weapon systems were upgraded with new modular 

armor, sensors, and networking capabilities and often with a focus on increased mobility 

(Bailey, 2013). Advancements in Firepower and Mobility favored the attacker while 

advancements in Protection favored the defender. The considerable advancements in 

Communication and Detection could favor any side but could give a tremendous advantage if 

the opposing side missed these capabilities. As such technology favored the offense 

considering NATO and Russian formations shared similar technologies and NATO’s 

technological advancement had diminished.     

6.5 Trust 

  

In 2017 relations between NATO and the Russian Federation were very strained. Because of 

this Trust can be assessed as being Low when it comes to posture being distinguishable or not. 

The NEW START treaty was signed in 2010 in Prague further reducing NATO and Russia’s 

nuclear arsenal (BBC, 2011). But although there were several Nuclear Arms Control Treaties 
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in effect this did not seem to increase Trust between both sides. One reason for this might be 

that the threat of nuclear warfare decreased significantly after the Cold War ended.  

 The main reason why the relations between both sides were strained, had everything to 

do with the situation in Ukraine. In 2014, only a few years ago before the exercise, the 

Russian Federation had forcefully invaded and annexed the Crimean Peninsula this was in 

violation of the Helsinki Accords of 1975. It was furthermore accused of being involved in 

the Ukrainian Civil War that erupted after the Maidan protests. Russia on the other hand 

criticized NATO for its unlawful expansion according to an agreement made by the heads of 

state of both the US and the Soviet Union after the reunification of Germany. This expansion 

was enveloping Russia and could only have as its goal to strain and contain Russia. As a 

result, both sides were skeptical and wary of each other’s intentions (Kofman, 2017). 

6.6 Transparency 

 

Compared to Trust it is interesting to see that Transparency was actually on the complete 

opposite side and can be classified as High. The reason for this is the treaty that was signed in 

Vienna concerning military exercises in Europe called the Vienna Document. Compared to 

the Helsinki Accords that were mentioned in the first case, the Vienna Document was much 

more binding. The Helsinki Accords were more of a memorandum of understanding in which 

both parties promised to inform each other about military maneuvers, however, they were in 

no regard binding. This was radically different from the Vienna Document in which it is 

mandatory for states to inform each other of these military activities (OSCE, 2011). 

 Although both sides adhered to the rules stipulated in the treaty this could not have 

prevented a conflict over the exercise, probably fueled by the distrust already mentioned.  

Observers had not been invited formally according to the rules of the treaty. However, the 

involved amount of troops would not exceed the threshold in order to make the mandatory 

formal invitation necessary. This all seemed to be caused by the speculation that the exercise 

would involve more troops than Russia was presenting, and perhaps using the exercise as a 

ruse for aggression (Johnson, 2017). Observers were invited though and indeed confirmed 

that the number of troops involved never exceeded the amount Russia had presented 

(Dejevsky, 2017). As such, Transparency will still be considered as High as the treaty worked 

to increase transparency.  
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6.7 Summary  

 

Just as with the first case we will look at the measured variables and see how they relate to 

each other in order to classify the situation according to ODT(Graph 2.1). While assessing 

force size we can see that there is a considerable difference between Total Force numbers and 

Available Force numbers. When looking at the Total Force number Russian Forces are 

significantly outmatched however when Available Forces are taken into account the situation 

chances the opposite way. In fact, it very much depends on the goal of the operation to which 

side is favored. However, both Geography and Technology can be classified as favoring the 

Offensive, and as such we will classify the Offense has the Advantage.    

 Classifying whether posture is distinguishable or not, is complicated due to the fact 

that although Trust is Low, Transparency can be considered high. Because Transparency was 

High and no binding Treaty was broken the advantage goes to posture being distinguishable 

between offensive and defensive. Comparing this to the graph shows that there is no Security 

Dilemma but Aggression is possible. 

6.8 Aftermath 

  

The Zapad 17 exercise led to considerable tension in Europe as military experts had 

speculated about Russia’s true intentions behind the exercise and that the true amount of 

troops involved might be more than 100.000, which greatly exceeded the presented 13.000. 

Possible scenarios ranged from the annexation of Belarus to threatening the Suwelki Gap with 

an increased military presence furthering Russia’s numerical advantage in the Baltics. As 

such, numerous requests were made towards Russia to include observers and the US 

committed troops to several ongoing exercises in the area (Johnson, 2017).  

 However, according to Western observers, the exercise never exceeded the amount 

that was presented, and as such the Vienna Document had never been violated. In hindsight, it 

seems that the results of the wargame of 2016, which showed that in case of a quick invasion 

Russia could occupy the Baltics within 72 hours, might have frightened military leaders and 

experts in Europe (Dejevsky, 2017 and Shlapak and Johnson, 2016). And as such, they were 

wearier of Russian military exercises fearing it could be used as a ruse to threaten the Baltics 

as Russia had shown it was more willing to use force after the successful annexation of the 

Crimea. This does correlate with the graph that even though Posture was distinguishable since 

Offense did have the Advantage military leaders were fearful of possible aggression even 

though it was considerably overreacted.  
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7. Summary of observations 
 

In the previous two chapters, the cases have been separately examined. In this chapter, the 

outcomes and results of both cases will be compared before examining how they relate to the 

four points of criticism on the theory mentioned in the academic debate. The first point is, that 

it would be too complex to predict a conflict or a certain course of action to take place, 

second, it would be too complex to measure, third, that there was an over-reliance on 

technology, and last, if actions could be distinguishable.       

 The results of both cases showed promising outcomes and results when comparing the 

aftermath of the exercise with the result of the ODT. For example, looking at the first case, 

the aftermath of the exercise corresponds to the outcome of the graph. The reaction of the 

Warsaw Pact to the fairly routine exercise Autumn Reforger 83 makes sense when 

considering the situation was a Security Dilemma. Even though defensive actions had the 

advantage, the fact neither side could distinguish each other’s actions as either being 

defensive or threatening meant that routine exercises such as Autumn Reforger almost led to 

escalation. In this case mostly because of the fact that distrust between the two sides had 

grown due to the stall in the progress on arms control treaties concerning force size and 

nuclear arms reductions.          

 Comparing the results for the Zapad 17 exercise, Western concerns over Russian 

military exercises are understandable, considering that the model shows Warnings are Given. 

This was mainly triggered by a significant imbalance between NATO forces and the Russian 

Federation forces putting NATO at a considerable disadvantage in a possible opening stage of 

a conflict. A more dangerous situation was averted mostly because of the fact that there was a 

high level of transparency considering military exercises on both sides. So overall speaking, 

comparing the outcome of the examination of the cases with the aftermath seems to show that 

the theory holds up.          

 Of course, it has to be said that both hypotheses were incorrect as the outcome of the 

model was not expected. It was expected that the situation during the Cold War was much 

more volatile and during 2017 was less. This could mean the theory was misapplied but the 

tools were properly used. In fact, in answering the four main critique points, the argument 

stays that the theory can be measured and is viable.     

 Taking the first point of criticism into account in both cases, it’s the question of 

whether the aftermath could have been predicted by the theory, meaning that NATO would 

get concerned over Russian military exercises in the Baltic, or that the Soviet Union would 
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increase the readiness levels for its troops in response to routine exercises. The theory seems 

to be too narrow to give such a detailed prediction only focusing on how intense the situation 

is. However, as discussed in the literature review, the question is whether this is the point of 

the theory. Because in both cases the aftermath of the situation does fit with the outcome of 

the theory and as such holds up. It is not meant to predict the outcome of a conflict but 

whether the chances increase or not, which in both cases happened. And as such the theory 

could be used to explain reactions on certain events, such as military exercises, and how 

precarious the situation is. Therefore, the theory seems to be viable.   

 The second point of criticism was focused on whether the theory wasn’t too complex 

to be measured. As mentioned before, there are tools available to measure the balance of 

forces. These models were used and indeed gave a detailed enough picture of the force 

balance of each side. However, this was predominantly the case when it concerned measuring 

the components of Force Size and Geography. Technology was harder to measure but this will 

be discussed in the next part. In fact, there are more models possible to use in order to give an 

even more detailed and comprehensive picture when it comes to Force Size and Geography. 

Unfortunately, these models are not accessible and are more specifically used within the 

military such as the Correlation of Forces Model (McCarthy, 2020). The measuring of 

components can be concluded to be less complicated than opponents seem to make it.  

 One point of criticism was directed against the overreliance on Technology for the 

theory to work. Technology would be hard to measure and therefore, its reliance on it would 

mean the overall downfall of the theory. Indeed, it seems safe to assume that mobility favors 

the offense and firepower the defense, it is not always clear to deduce what the other 

components favor, as it depends on the circumstances. That does not mean, however, that 

technology can’t be measured, simply that it lacks tools that can be employed in the same way 

as measuring Geography and Force Size.        

 Technology could also be measured differently. In current cases, the overall 

technological level is taken into consideration as to whether weapon systems, in general, favor 

the offense or defense. For example, the invention of the machine gun, chemical gas, and 

other weaponry during the first world war shifted the technological level to favor defensive 

actions. Whether the inventions during the Second World War such as Tanks, Bombers, and 

Radio communications shifted this balance back in favor of the offensive (Leiber, 2011). 

However, the technological level could also be measured as the technological imbalance 

between both sides. A numerical advantage can be offset with a technological advantage such 

as NATO’s strategy during the Cold War and the Autumn Reforger 83 case. However, this 
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could not be incorporated into the theory since proper tools are lacking, which seems to be in 

a disbalance.             

Finally, there is the point of whether actions can be distinguishable or not. This was 

measured by including criteria of Trust and Transparency, where Trust is how much each side 

would trust each other’s narrative on the actions taken, and Transparency is how visible those 

actions would be. Trust was harder to measure than Transparency mainly due to the fact that it 

is possible to examine each document and the rules that were agreed upon and whether these 

Treaties were followed or not. For example, the Vienna Document favors more visibility of 

each other’s military actions than the Helsinki Accords.      

 Trust, however, was harder to measure compared to Transparency. Looking at Trust 

the focus was on Arms Control treaties but as was visible with the second case, although 

Arms Control treaties were in effect and being adhered to. The fact that Russia annexed 

Crimea was far more concerning to NATO compared to any other treaty that could have been 

broken.  
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8. Conclusion  
 

This thesis revolved around testing the Offense-Defense Theory in order to assess and 

enhance its viability and usability of the theory. The main research question was as followed:  

To what extent can the Offense-Defense Theory explain escalation and de-escalation between 

states looking at the case of relations between NATO and the Russian Federation/Warsaw 

Pact?  

Looking back at the cases, it is safe to assume that the theory seems viable. The goal was to 

measure, through process tracing, whether there is a relation between the cause and outcome  

when using the mechanics of ODT. As mentioned in the previous chapter, in both cases the 

outcome of the situation, or in this case aftermath, is related to the mechanism shown in the 

model. If the situation is not a security dilemma but there is need for restraint because 

Warnings are Given (Graph 2.1) then military exercises can spark tensions. Because of this 

clear connection, between cause and outcome, the theory seems to be usable.   

 There were four main points of criticism identified that argued against the viability of 

the theory. The theory cannot predict the outcome of a war but this was never the point, the 

point was to predict whether tensions are high or not and as such conflicts could erupt. A 

strong case has been made in favor of the viability of the theory as the mechanisms of the 

theory show there is a relation between rising tensions and military exercises.   

 The focus was also on whether the theory would work with rough estimates as it was 

argued by some academics this would be too complex. The model is measurable as there are 

tools available to accurately assess the variables. It must be said though that not all variables 

are as easy to be measured, such as Trust and Technology. It is debatable to what extent 

technology can be measured.        

 However, regarding the overreliance of the theory on Technology, the question is how 

important technology is for the theory to work. As mentioned before, technology is indeed 

hard to measure, yet the other components are not. And with these components, an already 

substantial perspective on the balance of power can be given perhaps one substantial enough 

for the theory to work without including technology.     

  

Yet this doesn’t mean that the theory is proven, there is still more to be done. 

Adequate testing remains an important issue especially when it comes to distinguishability 
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and Technology, and it would help to create and improve tools in order to measure it. It is 

recommended to test the theory on different cases. Also, the focus was on military exercises 

and perhaps other events should be tried. Furthermore, it is the question of how important 

Technology is for the theory to work, furthermore, this could be negated by using models and 

tools that were inaccessible at the moment such as those reserved for the military. 

 Having said although that, the theory can be measured with rough estimates and 

simple tools the result is not specific either. However, it does show how high the chances of 

escalation are and that could be used to prevent tensions from spiraling into conflict. Such a 

model might be worth a lot in a time of recurring war.      
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