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Denial and punishment (theoretical framework)  

Deterrence theory rose to prominence during the Cold War 
as the reluctance to engage in a direct confrontation led 
military officials and academics in the US to seek out subt-
ler and more indirect military strategies to achieve political 
gains. Deterrence is in essence a bargaining strategy based 
on the exploitation of potential force. The bargaining may 
be explicit, as when one offers a concession, or it may be 
by tacit manoeuver, as when one occupies or evacuates a 
strategic territory.3 During the third wave of deterrence the-
ory, which focused on conventional deterrence, a distincti-
on was made between deterrence by denial and deterrence 
by punishment. Whereas the strategy of deterrence by deni-
al requires convincing an opponent that he will not attain 
his goals on the battlefield, the strategy of deterrence by 
punishment involves threatening an opponent that retali-
ation will follow any aggression.4 In practice, the strategy 
of deterrence by denial is likely to result in a large military 
build-up in the area under threat by the defender, while 
the strategy of deterrence by punishment often leads to 
the setup of a token force (also known as tripwire, a term 
shunned by some of the NATO allies, including the Nether-

lands) in the area under threat by the defender in order to 
justify retaliation. The former strategy is arguably less risky, 
but more costly, while the latter strategy is less expensive 
but comes with greater risk as the challenger will have the 
initial advantage. So although the two strategies have the 
same purpose, they are very different in their execution. 
With regard to eFP, it is important to keep these differences 
in mind for the sake of optimal deterrence. The academic 
discussion in the next section should provide more insight 
into this matter. 

Denial versus punishment (academic 
discussion)

Although academics are not engaged in an explicit debate 
on the question of the strategy behind eFP, their assump-
tions and recommendations reveal disagreement between 
them along the lines of deterrence by denial versus deter-
rence by punishment. On the one hand, academics that 
assume the strategy is deterrence by denial tend to emp-
hasize defense and focus more on military aspects of the 
mission. The best examples of deterrence by denial thinking 
in relation to eFP are the RAND reports by Shlapak and 
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Johnson5 and Boston et al.6 as the authors use wargaming 
in order to gauge the credibility of eFP. They find that 
eFP is lacking military capacity and that seven brigades is 
the minimal requirement for credible deterrence vis-à-vis 
Russia. On the other hand, academics that think in terms 
of deterrence by punishment tend to emphasize deterrence 
and focus on the political and diplomatic nature of eFP. 
Within these two camps, there is strong consensus for the 
importance of the following aspects:

Deterrence by denial
1. Defense: as mentioned earlier, great emphasis is placed 

on the direct defense of the Baltic region by academics 
that view eFP as a deterrence by denial effort. Impro-
ving local defense capabilities and strengthening host 
nation resilience are therefore considered important 
measures for deterring and defending against foreign 
aggression as such measures will increase the cost of 
any incursion, invasion and/or occupation. 

2. Reinforcements: emphasis on NATO’s ability to send 
follow-on forces to the Baltic region is also very com-

mon among academics that subscribe to the deterrence 
by denial strategy as they believe the possibility of a 
timely relief effort is necessary for a credible deterren-
ce posture. NATO’s Very High Readiness Joint Task Force 
(VJTF) is regarded as the most viable follow-on force in 
this context. 

3. Capabilities: more conventional forces, greater conven-
tional capabilities, pre-positioned military hardware 
and a greater diversity of military capabilities are also 
seen as critical to the success of eFP as the deterrence 
by denial strategy requires a forward presence that is 
strong enough to hold out until reinforcements arrive.

4. NATO logistics: as deterrence by denial relies heavily 
on the timely reinforcement of eFP, a strong emphasis 
is placed on eFP logistical support, improved infra-
structure and free access points. From this perspective, 
Kaliningrad with its Anti Access/Area Denial systems 
poses a great challenge to eFP, as this Russian exclave 
can be easily used to cut off the Baltic states from the 
rest of NATO. 

Dutch soldiers in Lithuania, part of NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence (eFP). Does eFP constitute deterrence by denial or by 

punishment? (photo: Flickr/NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization)



Deterrence by punishment
1. Tripwire: academics that view eFP as a deterrence by 

punishment effort are in most cases also of the opinion 
that eFP mainly serves as a tripwire force. The unbalan-
ced force ratio with Russia and the NATO-Russia cause 
these academics to dismiss eFP as a symbolic force, 
which primarily gains its strength from Article V of the 
North Atlantic Treaty. 

2. NATO unity: as eFP is seen as a tripwire, the political 
nature of the mission is emphasized over its military 
function. In this light, political unity and solidarity 
among the member states is seen as a crucial to the 
success of eFP. 

3. Strategic signaling: pleas for greater unity and solidari-
ty among the member states are often accompanied by 
demands for stricter diplomacy vis-à-vis Russia.

4. Strategic build up: it is also believed that NATO should 
increase overall spending and expand military capabili-
ties in general as this will increase deterrence credibi-
lity without escalating tensions in the Baltic region. 
Some academics also consider tactical nuclear weapons 
as an efficient way of improving NATO’s strategic positi-
on vis-à-vis Russia.

5. Fear of an arms race: deterrence by punishment ad-
herents are more vocal in their concern about unne-
cessarily escalating tensions with Russia. The Russian 
security dilemma and the NATO-Russia founding act are 
given greater consideration.

NATO personnel and Lithuanian stakeholders

In order to see whether the lack of consensus was limited 
to the academic discussion or whether uncertainty about 
the exact deterrence strategy also existed within NATO 
itself, official NATO documents were gathered and inter-
views were held with NATO personnel (military and civilian) 
and host nation stakeholders in the fourth quarter of 2018. 
The interviews were recorded and then transcribed for the 
purpose of content analysis. The important aspects of eFP 
mentioned in the previous section were used as indicators 
for analyzing these official documents and interviews. 

Analysis of the NATO documents first of all revealed that the 
official narrative supports an interpretation of eFP based 
on the strategy of deterrence by punishment. Although the 
VJTF was sometimes mentioned in proximity to eFP, there 
were few indicators in favor of deterrence by denial. In 
contrast, deterrence by punishment indicators were more 
visible in relation to eFP with the NATO unity indicator 
being most prominent due to the frequent mention of 
Article V. As for the interviews with NATO personnel, there 

was a greater amount of indicators that pointed towards an 
understanding of eFP based on deterrence by punishment 
than deterrence by denial (a ratio of roughly 3:1).7 Almost 
all NATO personnel essentially saw eFP in terms of display-
ing NATO unity, solidarity and determination and most of 
them emphasized the strategic advantage of working with 
multinational battlegroups. The official NATO narrative and 
the perceptions of NATO personnel on eFP were therefore 
for the most part in alignment. Analysis of the Lithuanian 
stakeholder interviews showed an indicator balance in favor 
of deterrence by denial (a ratio of roughly 5:1). This was 
in part due to the Lithuanian determination to resist any 
foreign aggression and also due to greater optimism with 
regard to the timely arrival of follow-on forces, such as the 
VJTF. Although eFP is relatively small in size, it is nonet-
heless a significant force multiplier for Lithuania and this 
already puts the country in a far better position to stave off 
a limited incursion. It is therefore not surprising that the 
military aspects of eFP were given somewhat more attenti-
on. The Lithuanian stakeholders were, however, aware that 
the main strategy behind eFP is deterrence by punishment, 
for now.

Examples from the field

Author John Jacobs, then a Lieutenant, was deployed to 
Rukla in 2017 as Public Affairs Officer (PAO), a year before 
Osman Bojang did his research on deterrence by denial and 
punishment in Lithuania. Since then improvements have 
been made, as shown by the data from Osman Bojang’s 
research. Nevertheless, the difference between perceptions 
was made evident during the first year of the enhanced 
Forward Presence, in particular in discussions between the 
StratCom advisors and PAOs in the eFP Battlegroup, the 
NATO Forces Integration Unit (NFIU) in Vilnius, and officials 
from the Lithuanian Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. As Public Affairs Officer, John was part of 
these discussions that sought to balance out the interests 
of the troop contributing nations (TCNs), the official NATO 
narrative and the goals of the Lithuanians. 

Whereas the Lithuanians did not shy away from focusing on 
“show of force” of a deterrence by punishment approach, 
the framework nation (Germany) showed restraint. If the 
framework nation did decide to leverage the communica-
tion, it preferred to focus on deterrence by denial or the 
display of unity within the battlegroup with allies working 
side by side. Only a very limited deterrence by punishment 
angle was taken during exercises such as Iron Wolf and 
the associated VIP day which showed an impressive, albeit 
military illogical, show of force.
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Exercise Iron Wolf. Only a very limited deterrence by punishment angle was taken during exercises such as Iron Wolf and the 

associated VIP day which showed an impressive, albeit military illogical, show of force (photo: Flickr/NATO North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization) 

Apart from the Netherlands, no other troop contributing na-
tion had a dedicated Public Affairs Officer at that time (for 
the Belgian, Luxembourgian and Norwegian forces the PAO 
task was added as a secondary function to already busy key 
officers). In addition, the Stratcom Advisor was also sent 
by the Netherlands, with a pro-active attitude and desire 
to contribute to the strategic messaging effort. As a result 
most of the initiative was taken by the Dutch contingent 
to work directly with the Lithuanians, and when necessary 
using the Netherlands Embassy in Lithuania as a “Dutch-Ca-
veat card”. 

While this approach was successful for the immediate pro-
ject goals, it lacked a higher guidance or coherent strategy, 

and made the Dutch presence more visible, rather than a 
united battlegroup presence. Another flaw in this approach 
was a disunited messaging on civilians posing with weapon 
systems during open days (very popular among the Lithua-
nians), the use of the word tripwire (the Dutch and Germans 
avoided it while Norwegian troops had no issue using the 
word “Snubletrad Soldat”) or projects involving high school 
youth (which may be seen as indoctrination to the German 
home audience, therefore shunned by the framework nation, 
but still employed by the NFIU, the Dutch Embassy and 
supported by elements of the eFP contingent). 

Similarly, it took a very long time before the Stratcom Ad-
visors of the four battlegroups started to align messaging, 
causing a difference in approach not only between troop 



contribution nations in one battlegroup, but also between 
the four battlegroups.

Conclusion

In 2017, there was still some ambiguity with regard to the 
strategy behind eFP, especially as it relates to strategic 
communication. While differences of opinion on what to 
communicate are understandable in the early stages of 
enhanced Forward Presence as the official narrative was still 
under development, this lack of consensus could have been 
damaging to eFP. 

For a military operation, eFP was set up within relatively 
short notice with the first troops being deployed roughly 
half a year after the decision was made at the 2016 Warsaw 
summit. It is therefore not surprising that the strategic 
communication elements, a field relatively new for NATO 
allies, took time to be properly installed within eFP.
Approximately a year later, the situation seemed to have 
improved as greater consensus was visible among NATO 
military personnel in Lithuania with regard to deterrence 
strategy. Almost everybody was in agreement that eFP is 
part of a deterrence by punishment effort vis-à-vis Russia 
and that the mission was primarily political in nature. The 
perceptions of NATO military personnel therefore corres-
ponded closely to the official narrative in publicly available 
NATO documents. Nonetheless, many were still hesitant to 
describe eFP as a tripwire force, because the capabilities 
of the battlegroups were considered a significant force 
multiplier for the host nations. Most also deemed additional 
troops, and to a lesser extent hardware, unnecessary as eFP 
was already seen as serving its purpose and because further 
strengthening eFP could lead to Russian countermeasures. 
The perceptions of the Lithuanian stakeholders on eFP were 
not much different from the views of NATO military person-
nel as these stakeholders also understood that the primary 
purpose of eFP is to send a political message of NATO unity 
and solidarity. However, the Lithuanian stakeholders were 
more interested in finding ways to improve current plans, 
systems and procedures in order to optimize the reinfor-
cement of the Baltic region in case of a crisis situation. 
It might therefore be said that the level of ambition with 
regard to eFP (for the long term at least) is perhaps slightly 
higher among host nation stakeholders than NATO military 
personnel. This is understandable as the experienced level 
of threat is more constant and imminent for people living 
in the Baltic region. 

Ultimately, the minor differences in the perception of eFP 
among NATO military personnel and Lithuanian stakehol-

ders were no more than nuances. Within the engagement 
community the difference in opinion is solved through the 
lowest denominator and refers to the official narratives 
from NATO (agreed upon by 29 member states). Therefore, 
the lack of consensus as found in the academic literature 
about eFP can in no way be said to be visible within NATO 
itself based on our experience. 
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