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Deterrence is the act of  dissuading an adversary from taking undesirable 
action by clearly signaling your intent and capability to respond decisively if  
such action is taken. Compellence, on the contrary, is coercing the adversary 
to behave in a way that is desirable to you.1 Since the mechanism by which 
deterrence and compellence work—achieving an objective by threatening 
force rather than using it—inevitably depends on the adversary’s perception 
of  you, how the adversary assesses your intent and capability is of  critical 
importance to the credibility of  your threat. An adversary’s perception 
can be influenced not only by your current declaratory policy and military 
posture, but also by your record of  past actions. This paper will examine the 
concept of  “reputation” based on past events, a topic that has implications 
for discussions of  deterrence and compellence in other chapters. First, I will 
briefly define the concept and explain its importance, then review previous 
research and consider future challenges.

Definition and Significance of Reputation

Reputation in international politics is the collective perception of  an actor’s 
character, formed on the basis of  that actor’s past actions.2 The term 
is not used in the general sense of  likeability, but rather to refer to the 
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actor’s reputation in terms of  specific variables such as “resolve” and 
“capability” that are critical in interstate bargaining. Reputation is a product 
of  perception, not objective fact, and it is intersubjective in the sense that 
an actor’s reputation is held by others, not “owned” by that actor per se. 
Reputations are not necessarily accurate, either, as a reputation rooted in the 
distant past may persist beyond the scope of  rational generalization. That 
said, since pervasive uncertainty and limited information make it difficult to 
assess another state’s resolve and capability, using the state’s past behavior 
as an indicator of  its character type is still consistent with the rationalist 
premise of  deterrence theory.

It is here that we begin to see the importance of  reputation in interstate 
bargaining involving deterrence and compellence. In other words, in an 
international crisis, countries at odds with each other do not start from a 
blank slate when they send signals to each other about their resolve and 
capability. Instead, bargaining takes place on the basis of  existing perceptions 
built up in the years leading up to the crisis. This is by no means to say that 
a state’s past reputation is always the deciding factor. What is important 
is that the signals sent by the state in the present are received by the other 
party through the lens of  a reputation formed in the past. For example, 
given the well-known effects of  confirmation bias and consistency bias, it 
would not be hard to imagine that the effectiveness of  a signal sent by a state 
would vary depending on whether the signal was in line with or against that 
state’s reputation.3 Particularly in the context of  punitive extended nuclear 
deterrence, answers to the ultimate questions of  political resolve, such as “Is 
the United States willing to sacrifice Los Angeles for Berlin?” are impossible 
to know before the fact. Thus, the image or reputation of  a state based on 
its past patterns of  behavior has a major impact on a challenger’s estimation 
of  how much risk a state offering extended deterrence is willing to accept. 
In this sense, reputation is a variable that provides important context for 
analyzing the workings of  deterrence and compellence.

Changes in Reputation Research

Research on reputation can be roughly grouped into three periods: a first 
period (Cold War period–1990s) in the context of  classical deterrence 
theory, a second period (1990s–2000s) characterized by a revision of  
the conventional view, and a third period (2010s–) in which the pace of  
empirical research has accelerated. The following is an overview of  previous 
research along these lines.

As with many other theories and concepts in international politics, 
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research on reputation has often reflected 
the climate of  real international politics 
at the time. In the context of  the Cold 
War, particular emphasis was placed on 
a state’s reputation for resolve. The basic 
logic is simple. If, in a past crisis, X had 
taken a hardline stance and was willing to 
use force in response to a provocation by Y, 
this precedent would create a reputation 
for X’s strong resolve. Thereafter, X 
would be less likely to be challenged not 
only by Y, but also by Z, a third party. On 
the other hand, a conciliatory response 
by X would be perceived as a sign of  
weakness, and would incur the risk of  
further challenges in the future. Thomas 
Schelling focused on this logic and even 
stated that reputation for action is “one 
of  the few things worth fighting over.”4

When the United States and the Soviet Union, then rival military 
superpowers, accepted mutual assured destruction (MAD) as a given reality, 
it was the question of  their political resolve to use force that came to the 
fore, not marginal differences in their capability. For example, the “domino 
theory” posited that, if  the United States did not intervene in Vietnam, 
its anti-communist commitment would lose credibility and the countries 
in the region would all become communist at once. This line of  thought 
was a major influence in the U.S. decision-making process leading up to 
the Vietnam War. This is often discussed as a classic case of  using force 
to protect a reputation for resolve. The crises in Berlin and Cuba also 
showed aspects of  a “game of  chicken” in which the side displaying the 
stronger resolve—taking a greater risk on the brink of  mutual catastrophe—
extracted concessions from the other side. In situations like these, “small 
issues will often loom large . . . because they are taken as tests of  resolve.”5 
Precisely because the logic of  reputation for resolve was highly intuitive, it 
tended to be accepted somewhat uncritically in Cold War period discussions.

As the Cold War ended, however, such views were called into question. 
Jonathan Mercer, for example, focuses on the influence of  cognitive biases 
in the reputation formation process, offering the harsh criticism that it is 
impossible to acquire a reputation for resolve that is desirable for oneself, 
and therefore it is futile to fight for its sake.6 Of  particular importance to his 
argument was the impact of  the fundamental attribution error in the context 
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of  extended deterrence. That is, people tend to attribute their own desirable 
behavior to their good intrinsic character, while attributing their undesirable 
behavior to circumstances beyond their control. In contrast, we tend to 
assume that other people’s desirable behavior is due to external factors (or 
our own efforts) and, conversely, that their undesirable behavior is due to 
their bad intrinsic character. For example, if  X provides extended deterrence 
to Z, Z will attribute X’s desirable behavior (i.e., the policies X adopts to 
protect Z) to external factors (such as Z’s economic value to X), and as a 
result, X will not gain a reputation for having an intrinsically strong resolve. 
Conversely, if  X behaves in a way that is undesirable for Z (i.e., does not 
protect Z), then Z will consider the cause to be X’s internal weakness. This 
means that no matter what X does, X may end up stuck with a reputation 
for weak resolve, but not a reputation for strong resolve.

Departing from Mercer’s psychological approach, Daryl Press argued 
from a realist perspective that the decisive factors in predicting the behavior 
of  one state toward another lie in the balance of  power at the time and the 
interests at stake in that particular situation, not in the state’s past actions or 
its associated reputation.7 In other words, Press asserted that the credibility 
of  a threat is determined by the current situation, not the disposition of  the 
actor. Shiping Tang synthesized these critical views and declared that since 
it is impossible to make future predictions based on past actions, political 
leaders’ concerns about their reputation for resolve are merely an irrational 
“cult.”8

This period saw a resurgence of  theoretical debate, with Paul Huth 
clarifying the conceptual and theoretical issues surrounding reputation in 
response to these criticisms, and Dale Copeland questioning Mercer’s logic.9 
For instance, following Mercer’s logic above, different conclusions can be 
reached depending on how Z defines “self ” and “other” in the reputation 
formation process. Mercer assumes that Z views X as “the other,” but 
provides no firm basis for this assumption. For example, if  X and Z are in 
a long-term alliance, and Z perceives X, its ally, as a member of  the same 
team and Y, its hypothetical enemy, as “the other,” X may be able to escape 
the negative effects of  Z’s cognitive bias and earn a reputation for resolve.

While highlighting these theoretical issues, the researchers also failed to 
reach an agreement in empirical terms. Both advocates and critics of  the 
reputation logic used seemingly valid historical examples to support their 
arguments, and neither view could refute the other outright. One problem 
with this period of  discussion is that it was difficult to comprehensively 
affirm or deny such a complex and multifaceted variable as reputation in 
the first place. To answer the fundamental question of  whether reputation 
exists or not, or whether it has a meaningful impact in international politics, 
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it is necessary to break down the concept further and ask “under what 
conditions” reputation has an impact.10

There has been a surge of  empirical research based on this question, 
especially since the 2010s. In terms of  the research methodology, qualitative 
case studies such as the Mercer and Press studies mentioned above have 
traditionally been the norm. Considering the nature of  the concept of  
reputation, it seems only natural that researchers would rely on primary 
and secondary sources to closely examine the perceptions of  policymakers 
at the time. Keren Yarhi-Milo, for example, took such a diplomatic-
historical approach, analyzing in detail how the Carter, Reagan, and 
Clinton administrations each made policy decisions with their reputation 
for resolve in mind.11 Frank Harvey and John Mitton criticized Mercer’s 
and Press’s assertions above before arguing that the reputation for resolve 
that the United States earned through conflicts in Eastern Europe and the 
Middle East in the 1990s and 2000s did have an impact on deterrence and 
compellence against Syria in the 2010s.12 And Danielle Lupton analyzed 
President Eisenhower’s and President Kennedy’s relationships with Premier 
Khrushchev during the Cold War, concluding that national leaders could 
gain (or lose) a reputation for resolve on a personal level through their words 
and actions.13

However, reputation research methodologies are steadily diversifying 
beyond case studies, and the criteria for causal inference are becoming 
more rigorous. For example, Ketian Zhang, who concluded that China’s 
concern about its reputation for resolve has had a significant impact on 
its attempts to coerce neighboring countries, based her argument on a 
series of  interviews with policymakers as well as documentary analysis.14 
In addition, Alex Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo were the first to confirm the 
impact of  reputation for resolve through quantitative analysis.15 Relying 
on the Militarized Interstate Disputes (MID) dataset commonly used for 
quantitative analysis in international politics, they show that the simple 
hypothesis that states that took a hardline stance in past crises are less likely 
to be challenged in subsequent years is statistically significant. Contrary to 
Press’s view above that reputations are meaningless because interests and 
resolve change under different circumstances, Weisiger’s and Yarhi-Milo’s 
findings provide evidence that past actions can be generalized beyond their 
immediate contexts and have a lasting influence in the form of  reputations. 
Todd Sechser also used a unique data set—the Militarized Compellent 
Threats (MCT) dataset, which contains only compellent threat episodes—
to argue that states tend to take a hard line to protect their reputation for 
resolve when they see a high likelihood of  receiving further challenges in 
the future.16
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Furthermore, research methods that use psychological experiments to 
uncover the micro-foundations of  the reputation formation process are 
becoming increasingly popular, reflecting a trend in political science as a 
whole.17 The potential of  experimental methods in the area of  reputation 
research was recognized at a relatively early stage. For example, Dustin 
Tingley and Barbara Walter had pairs of  respondents participate in a 
repeated deterrence game and found that the players gradually built up 
reputations for resolve.18 Joshua Kertzer, who conducted basic research 
on resolve, found in his experiments that concerns about reputation have 
the effect of  encouraging more hardline decisions about the use of  force.19 
Lupton, mentioned above, also adopted a research design that combined 
case studies and experiments. Her experiments confirmed a model in which 
political leaders’ early statements in office create expectations of  personal 
resolve that are then updated based on their actual behavior, and she applied 
this model to historical case studies. Finally, as an example of  a study that 
goes beyond a simple survey experiment, Michael Goldfien et al. used 
conjoint analysis to suggest the possibility that certain domestic policies can 
shape reputations that carry over into foreign policy.20

Challenges and Prospects for Reputation Research

The accumulated evidence from these studies suggests that the prevailing 
view now is that reputation can indeed have a significant impact on interstate 
dynamics involving deterrence and compellence. As has already been noted 
above, the simple dichotomous question of  whether reputation exists or not 
has lost its appeal in recent reputation research. However, it is also true that 
recent reputation studies, by deliberately limiting their scope of  analysis, 
have made it more difficult to consider the complex concept of  reputation as 
a whole. Therefore, there is a need to continue to accumulate research with 
the theoretical scope conditions clearly specified. In the following section, we 
will examine the current state of  the major debates about reputation.

First of  all, the question remains as to whether reputation belongs to the 
state or to the individual. This correlates to some extent with the methodology 
used in each study: quantitative studies tend to focus on the state, which is 
the unit of  analysis in most datasets, while case studies tend to focus on 
political leaders. However, these studies are not mutually contradictory, and 
it is of  course possible to see the reputation of  the state as coexisting with 
the reputation of  individual leaders. For instance, while Lupton explicitly 
analyzed reputation at the individual level, she did not deny the existence 
of  reputation at the national level.21 It is plausible that the United States has 
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a fairly strong reputation for resolve at the state level, independent of  the 
reputation at the individual level, which varies depending on who is in the 
White House at any given moment. If  reputations can coexist at both the 
state and individual levels, then how the two interact needs to be discussed 
more explicitly.22

There is also much uncertainty about reputation’s duration. It is generally 
assumed that a reputation will fade away as more time passes from the 
past events that caused the reputation to form, but it is not clear whether 
the process is a linear one or follows some kind of  curve. In addition, the 
major powers and their leaders, who are important subjects of  analysis, are 
constantly engaged in some form of  foreign policy, even if  their actions do 
not lead to a major international crisis. Given this, another important issue 
to consider is how reputations are updated as a continuous process. As noted 
above, it is not realistic to assume that perceptions are updated from a blank 
slate, so any form of  interaction between past reputations and current events 
should be actively discussed in future research.

Finally, there is the question of  what reputation is about. Already in 
the 1990s, it was pointed out that while a lot of  attention had been paid to 
reputation for resolve, there was little research on reputation for capability.23 
Largely, this is still the case today. If  political will and military capability 
are the two pillars of  coercion, then reputation for capability should be 
considered no less important than that for resolve. Since military power, like 
resolve, is an extremely difficult variable to measure, it is easy to hypothesize 
that reputation for capability is formed through war, which is the ultimate test 
of  actual military power. In particular, unlike the size of  the military budget 
or the number of  military assets, which can be quantitatively compared, the 
perception of  intangible aspects of  military power that cannot be directly 
observed in peacetime, such as the organizational efficiency of  the military 
and the quality of  its strategy and tactics, are likely to be affected greatly by 
actual wartime performance. For example, Western countries’ perceptions 
of  Russia’s military capabilities may have changed significantly in the two 
years since the invasion of  Ukraine (at the time of  writing), as Russia got 
itself  bogged down in a war of  attrition. This is because despite Russia’s 
material superiority over Ukraine (even with the West’s support for Ukraine), 
doubts have been raised about Russia’s qualitative skills and its ability to 
employ material assets effectively to achieve its strategic goals. Therefore, 
we need to develop an understanding of  other kinds of  reputation, without 
limiting the discussion to political resolve alone.24

As we have seen above, research on reputation in international politics has 
come a long way in the last 30 years or so. Looking back, the development of  
reputation research shows some correlation with the rise and fall of  nuclear 
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deterrence theory. During the Cold War, reputation originally emerged as 
an important subject in the context of  the credibility of  deterrence under 
the “long shadow of  nuclear weapons.” The challenges to the conventional 
wisdom about reputation in the 1990s also coincided with a shift in public 
interest from nuclear deterrence to nuclear (non-)proliferation. And given 
that nuclear weapons are once again gaining prominence today, the recent 
upsurge in reputation research can be seen as one aspect of  the return to 
deterrence theory. 

However, as the number of  nuclear-armed states increases and their 
geographic and technological contexts become more diverse than during 
the Cold War period, we also need to accommodate a broader and more 
nuanced understanding of  reputation. In other words, it is no longer 
sufficient to understand reputation narrowly as an issue of  resolve in the 
context of  nuclear deterrence between two superpowers, especially when 
not all the parties necessarily have similar ideas about deterrence the way the 
United States and the Soviet Union did. Our new challenge is to understand 
reputations in a more nuanced manner: what reputations (for resolve, 
capability, or other attributes) belonging to which actors (states, individuals, 
or other parties) come into play under which conditions and in which 
contexts (nuclear/conventional, direct/extended, and various other types 
of  deterrence and compellence)? The concept of  reputation in international 
politics raises questions that are essential for looking ahead to “new horizons 
of  the nuclear age.”
 MAEDA Yuji
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