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Prepared By: Mike Albertson’

Key Questions:

e Inregional conflicts against nuclear-armed adversaries, what strategic choices by
the US and its allies and partners are most likely to achieve their objectives?

e How does the potential for opportunistic aggression inside and outside the Indo-
Pacific affect those strategic choices and outcomes?

e What implications follow for the strategy of denial and extended nuclear
deterrence?

Workshop Topics:

Day 1: TTX Exercise
e Setting the Stage: Lessons Learned from Prior Gaming

e Move 1l
e Move?2
e Move 3

Day 2: TTX Review and Further Discussion
e Lessons Learned About What to Do When Deterrence Fails
e The Challenge Posed by an Opportunistic Aggressor
e Red Perspectives on Blue and Green Strategies
e Theories of Victory
e Deterrence Adaptation and Strategies of Denial

" The views and opinions of authors expressed herein do not necessarily state or reflect those of the United
States government or Lawrence Livermore National Security, LLC, and shall not be used for advertising or
product endorsement purposes.
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Background: Key Strategy Documents

U.S. Department of War, “2026 National Defense Strategy — Restoring Peace Through Strength for a
New Golden Age of America” (January 23, 2026).
https://media.defense.gov/2026/Jan/23/2003864773/-1/-1/0/2026-NATIONAL-
DEFENSESTRATEGY.PDE.

The National Defense Strategy emphasizes four key lines of effort for the United States. First,
defending the U.S. homeland. In this regard, Golden Dome for America and a robust and
modern nuclear deterrent are key capabilities to address strategic threats against the U.S.
homeland. Second, deterring China in the Indo-Pacific through strength, not confrontation.
On the one hand, this entails seeking a stable peace, fair trade, and respectful relations with
China, but it also requires a strong denial defense along the First Island Chain to prevent
China form emerging as a dominant actor in the region. Third, increasing burden-sharing
with U.S. allies and partners and working together to field the forces required to deter or
defeat potential adversaries in every key region of the world, even in the face of
simultaneous aggression. Lastly, supercharging the U.S. defense industrial base to be able
to produce at scale, rapidly, and at the highest levels of quality.

Thomas G. DiNanno, “Statement to the Conference on Disarmament by Thomas G. DiNanno, Under
Secretary for Arms Control and International Security,” U.S. Department of State (February 6, 2026).
https://www.state.gov/releases/under-secretary-for-arms-control-and-international-
securityaffairs/2026/02/statement-to-the-conference-on-disarmament

Under-Secretary DiNanno presents the expiration of New START as a watershed event
forcing the United States to move beyond legacy arms-control concepts built for a bilateral
world. He argues that any future agreement must account for Russia’s full nuclear arsenal,
including both its exotic and non-strategic systems, and China’s accelerating nuclear
buildup. His emphasis is less on abandoning arms control than on refusing agreements that
create asymmetrical constraints. DiNanno also links strategic stability to verification,
compliance, and the credibility of U.S. deterrence. His core contention is that stability
requires reciprocal restraint, not American restraint in isolation.

U.S. Department of War, “Remarks by Under Secretary of War for Policy Elbridge Colby at the
National War College (As Prepared)” (May 19, 2026).
https://www.war.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/4495773/remarks-by-under-secretary-of-
war-for-policy-elbridge-colby-at-the-national-war/

In his remarks, Under Secretary Colby emphasizes that the United States now inhabits a
world characterized once again by major power rivalry, real military competition, and
genuine strategic constraints. The central strategic problem for US military strategy is thus
how can the United States effectively defend critical interests against strong and resolute
major power adversaries while maintaining the costs and risks for Americans at levels
rationally proportionate to their interests at stake. He highlights that the 2026 National
Defense Strategy provides a military-strategic framework for addressing this difficult
problem composed of three core elements: denial defense, escalation management, and
binding strategy.


https://media.defense.gov/2026/Jan/23/2003864773/-1/-1/0/2026-NATIONAL-DEFENSESTRATEGY.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2026/Jan/23/2003864773/-1/-1/0/2026-NATIONAL-DEFENSESTRATEGY.PDF
https://www.state.gov/releases/under-secretary-for-arms-control-and-international-securityaffairs/2026/02/statement-to-the-conference-on-disarmament
https://www.state.gov/releases/under-secretary-for-arms-control-and-international-securityaffairs/2026/02/statement-to-the-conference-on-disarmament
https://www.war.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/4495773/remarks-by-under-secretary-of-war-for-policy-elbridge-colby-at-the-national-war/
https://www.war.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/4495773/remarks-by-under-secretary-of-war-for-policy-elbridge-colby-at-the-national-war/
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Background: Related Prior CGSR Work

Ross Buchanan, et al. “Toward Improved Theories of Victory in Conflicts with NuclearArmed
Adversaries, Workshop Summary (February 4-5, 2026). https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2026-
03/Toward%20lmproved%20Theories%200f%20Victory%20in%20Conflicts%20with%20Nuclear-
Armed%20Adversaries.pdf

The workshop drew on participants’ experience playing a wargame facilitated by Strand
Analytica’s Bestias platform and was guided by two key questions: 1) In conflicts against
nuclear-armed adversaries, what strategic choices by the U.S. and its allies and partners are
most likely to disincentivize further escalation, motivate de-escalation, and set the
conditions for war termination and a durable peace? 2) How does the potential for
opportunistic aggression in a second theater affect those strategic choices and outcomes?
While the summary outlines the more specific observations made over the course of the
event, it was judged overall that the decision-making necessary to manage three
simultaneous complex huclear contingencies would be highly demanding on institutions
and individuals. This challenge requires more intellectual exploration and collaborative
activities regarding Blue and Green theories of victory under these conditions.

Ross Buchanan, et al. “Extended Deterrence in the Indo-Pacific A Regional Track 1.5 Dialogue,”
Center for Global Security Research, Workshop Summary (September 26-27, 2024).
https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-11/event_report_-_extended_deterrence_in_the_indo-

pacific.pdf

Given the difficult decisions and dilemmas posed by scenarios highlighting the eroding
security environment and opportunistic aggression, the workshop concluded that
deterrence must be reliable at lower escalation thresholds. This requires more than crisis
consultations and displays of force. It requires a foundational set of cooperative activities
that credibly and consistently demonstrate collective resolve in peacetime, crisis, and war
to stand up to coercion and, if attacked, to defend the core interests of the United States
and its allies by all means necessary, to seize the initiative, and to prosecute war until a
favorable result is achieved. In the special case of trying to restore deterrence after its initial
failure, a strong message of perseverance and unity among the United States and its allies
and partners is needed.

Panel 1: Lessons Learned about What to Do When Deterrence
Fails

e What are your top 3 takeaways from the game experience?
e Why are Blue and Green strategies not more successful?
e When they were successful, why were they successful?

Brad Roberts, “Between Tragedy and Catastrophe: Taking Intra-war Deterrence Seriously,” Livermore
Papers on Global Security No. 16 (Livermore, CA: Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, 2025).


https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-11/event_report_-_extended_deterrence_in_the_indo-pacific.pdf
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-11/event_report_-_extended_deterrence_in_the_indo-pacific.pdf
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https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2025-
09/CGSR_Livermore_Paper_16_Between%20Tragedy%20and%20Catastrophe%20WEB_0.pdf .

Building on his earlier work exploring theories of victory, Brad Roberts asserts that “intra-war
deterrence”—rather than “escalation control” or “escalation management”—must guide
preparing the United States and its allies to defend their interests in future wars. A pressing
need exists for the United States and its allies to develop ways of influencing their
adversaries’ cost-benefit calculus and risk perceptions through tailored approaches to
intrawar deterrence that drive adversaries toward restraint in wartime. Restraint might
include pressing an adversary to avoid escalation, to de-escalate, or to terminate a war,
though such decisions are highly complex. Intra-war deterrence is fundamentally
competitive and relies on U.S. allies and alliances. It may be especially relevant to mitigating
the risks of opportunistic aggression by a third party while the United States fights a
protracted war with a separate adversary. Wargames to date show that there is little
consensus among experts about how to generate a theory of intra-war deterrence success
for threats emanating from China, Russia, and North Korea. Additional work and gaming
should focus on meeting this need.

Maximilian Hoell, et al., “Escalation, De-Escalation, and Intra-War Deterrence,” Center for Global
Security Research, Workshop Summary (April 3-4, 2024). https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-
08/Intrawar-Deterrence-Workshop-Summary.pdf.

The challenges of intra-war deterrence have grown more complex in the current security
environment and they will only get more difficult in the future. That complexity is driven by
China’s emergence as a major challenger to US interests with a substantial and growing
capacity to wage war at the strategic level, North Korea’s growing capacity to wage nuclear
war, and Russia’s demonstrated capacity for both escalation and miscalculation. In a future
war, US intra-war crisis management strategy must account for the actions and equities of
all of these actors, and also for potential cooperation among them. The management of
multipolar crises will inevitably be clouded by uncertainty and disagreement about the
intentions, red lines, and capabilities of both adversaries and allies. These can be reduced
by exploring possible information needs in crisis and filling the gaps in the pre-crisis phase.

Andrew Metrick, Philip Sheers and Stacie Pettyjohn, “Over the Brink: Escalation Managementin A
Protracted War,” Center for a New American Security (August 6, 2024).
https://www.cnhas.org/publications/reports/over-the-brink

Building on the authors’ prior work on U.S.-PRC nuclear escalation risks and protracted U.S.-
PRC conflict, this report examines the United States’ ability to manage nuclear coercionin a
hypothetical protracted conflict over Taiwan. To this end, the authors conducted two
tabletop exercises (TTXs) and supplementary research to better understand the challenges
of U.S.-PRC intrawar deterrence. This study finds that a hypothetical, protracted U.S.-PRC
conflict creates conditions under which nonstrategic nuclear weapons use is both
appealing to the PRC and difficult to manage for the United States. The authors further
found that the United States is currently ill-equipped in doctrine, capabilities, and concepts
to manage this nuclear future. This report also illuminates a critical area for future study: the
role of allies and partners within a broader U.S. escalation management strategy.


https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/Intrawar-Deterrence-Workshop-Summary.pdf
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/Intrawar-Deterrence-Workshop-Summary.pdf
https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/over-the-brink
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Ivanka Barzashka, “Wargaming: How to Turn Vogue into Science,” Bulletin of Atomic Scientists
(March 15, 2019). https://thebulletin.org/2019/03/wargaming-how-to-turn-vogue-into-science/

Ivanka Barzashka, now the CEO and co-founder of wargame design company Strand
Analytica, argues that properly designed wargames can constitute a social scientific

method all their own. While games still serve traditional purposes such as “training and
development of operational concepts,” they can also help generate cumulative knowledge
about the viability of various courses of action if designed with the scientific method in
mind. This argument is consistent with a growing wargaming literature that has enjoyed
renaissance in recent years, though to date only a few wargames have been designed with
these criteria in mind. Today, Strand Analytica’s Bestias platform is designed for iterative
games that generate cumulative knowledge and is employed in this CGSR-hostedwargaming
workshop.

Panel 2: The Challenge Posed by an Opportunistic Aggressor

e Was this a major or only a minor factor in your play?
e How did the risk of opportunism shape your COAs?

Hal Brands and Evan Braden Montgomery, “Opportunistic Aggression in the Twenty-First Century.”
Survival 62, no. 4 (2020). https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2020.1792129 .

This article examines opportunistic aggression, where revisionist powers like China and
Russia exploit crises or U.S. distractions to pursue territorial expansion or undermine rivals,
providing a historical overview of the concept. By arguing that such behavior is becoming
more prevalent in the 21st century due to shifting power dynamics and the erosion of U.S.
dominance, they outline six potential strategies to avert opportunistic aggression, drawing
from approaches used by overextended great powers in the past. These include two military-
focused strategies (spending more and asymmetric escalation); two aimed at reducing
threats (securing the flank and sharing burdens); and two designed to prevent hostile
alliances (holding the ring and driving a wedge). While each strategy has its merits, all face
significant challenges in the current context. Although there is room for debate on the best
approach and how to balance costs and risks, U.S. officials must not underestimate the
threat of opportunistic aggression or assume there is an easy, low-cost solution to address
it.

Markus Garlauskas, “The United States and Its Allies Must be Ready to Deter a Two-front War and
Nuclear Attacks in East Asia,” Atlantic Council, Scowcroft Center For Strategy and Security (August
2023). https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/the-united-states-and-
itsallies-must-be-ready-to-deter-a-two-front-war-and-nuclear-attacks-in-east-asia/ .

Markus Garlauskas, the director of the Indo-Pacific Security Initiative of the Scowcroft
Center for Strategy and Security at the Atlantic Council, argues that real risk exists for any
war with China or North Korea to escalate horizontally to include the other, leading to a
twofront war in Asia. Such a widened war would risk going nuclear as both China and North
Korea increasingly have incentives and capabilities to engage in limited, within region
nuclear attacks. Presently, the United States is not prepared for such a two-front limited


https://thebulletin.org/2019/03/wargaming-how-to-turn-vogue-into-science/
https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2020.1792129
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/the-united-states-and-itsallies-must-be-ready-to-deter-a-two-front-war-and-nuclear-attacks-in-east-asia/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/the-united-states-and-itsallies-must-be-ready-to-deter-a-two-front-war-and-nuclear-attacks-in-east-asia/
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nuclear war while China is making progress for just such a contingency. Garlauskas
concludes that while the United States and its allies still have options to manage escalation,
they remain constrained by organizational and cognitive biases and should engage in
wargaming to better prepare for a two-front contingency in East Asia.

Andrea Kendall-Taylor, Jim Townsend, Kate Johnston, Greg Weaver, “Understanding Russia's
Calculus on Opportunistic Aggression in Europe,” University of Arizona (September 4, 2025),
https://nationalsecurity.arizona.edu/news/understanding-russias-calculus-opportunistic-
aggression-europe

The authors highlight that in the event of a crisis in the Indo-Pacific, the United States would
likely fulfill some of its requirements by drawing on capabilities already in Europe and/or
those in the United States that NATO expects would be used to reinforce Europe in the event
of a conflict there, generating gaps in European defense. Even a lower-intensity crisis in the
Indo-Pacific, like a blockade, would likely create gaps in Europe because the United States
would probably view such a crisis as the opening phase of a larger conflict and would flow
military assets to reinforce the region. The military requirements in the Indo-Pacific—and
therefore the gaps in Europe’s defenses—would grow as any crisis worsened. These gaps in
European security would erode the credibility of NATO’s deterrence and defense, leading
Moscow to perceive a golden opportunity to accomplish its aims: to divide the United States
and Europe, expand its sphere of influence, and relitigate the post-Cold War security order
in Europe.

Project on Nuclear Issues, “Understanding opportunistic Aggression in the Twenty-First Century,”
Center for Strategic and International Studies (June 2024).
https://www.csis.org/analysis/understanding-opportunistic-aggression-twenty-first-century.

This report examines how opportunistic aggression complicates great power war planning
and strains U.S. nuclear and conventional forces. It argues that the U.S. military may not be
sized or shaped to fight two simultaneous high-end conflicts. A major war against China or
Russia would likely exhaust precision-guided munitions within days, destroy hundreds of
aircraft and dozens of ships, and severely degrade the conventional deterrent against other
adversaries. This likelihood drives the United States into one of four difficult resource
postures: conserving capabilities for a potential second conflict; distributing limited
resources across two theaters; fighting with a reduced response capability; or confronting
an outright insufficiency of forces. In the most severe scenarios — two simultaneous
nuclear peer conflicts — the report’s analysis suggests that the United States would likely
need to rely on nuclear weapons to compensate for conventional shortfalls, increasing
first-use risk. Factors shaping U.S. decision-making include its capability, will to fight,
alliance strength, and sufficiently of signaling. The report concludes that without urgent
investment, educational reform, allied coordination, and nuclear force diversification,
policymakers will face far fewer options than they currently assume.

Panel 3: Red Perspectives on Blue and Green Strategies

e What shapes Red leadership judgments about the credibility of Blue threats?


https://nationalsecurity.arizona.edu/news/understanding-russias-calculus-opportunistic-aggression-europe
https://nationalsecurity.arizona.edu/news/understanding-russias-calculus-opportunistic-aggression-europe
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o What weaknesses do Red leaders perceive in Blue/Green strategies? What does Blue keep
getting wrong?
e What strengths do they perceive?

Fiona S. Cunningham and M. Taylor Fravel, “Dangerous Confidence? Chinese Views on Nuclear
Escalation,” International Security 44, no. 2 (2019), pp. 61-109.
http://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00359 .

MIT’s Taylor Fravel and the University of Pennsylvania’s Fiona Cunningham argue that China
is skeptical about states’ ability to control nuclear escalation following the first use of
nuclear weapons. The upshot—China sees limited nuclear first use as unlikely in a crisis or
conflict. Fravel and Cunningham point to China’s retaliatory strike plans, refrain from limited
nuclear use planning, and lack of tactical nuclear weapons as evidence of China’s dim
views on escalation management or control. They also stress that China has developed
alternative tools—space, cyber, and conventional missile capabilities—that provide options
short of nuclear use. Importantly, China’s strategic thinking about nuclear weapons may
“hamper its ability to identify nuclear escalation risks,” and that when combined with U.S.
views on the real possibility of managing limited nuclear use, could invite pressure for rapid
escalation to unlimited nuclear war in the event of a military conflict between the United
States and China.

Michael Kofman, Anya Fink and Jeffrey Edmonds, Russian Strategy for Escalation Management:
Evolution of Key Concepts, Center for Naval Analyses (April 2020).
https://www.cna.org/reports/2020/04/DRM-2019-U-022455-1Rev.pdf .

“Strategic deterrence” is a central organizing, holistic Russian concept that integrates
military and nonmilitary capabilities, argues Center for Naval Analyses researchers Michael
Kofman, Anya Fink, and Jeffrey Edmonds. It aims to contain adversaries in peacetime and
shape their decision-making—and thus favorably mange escalation—during wartime.
Strategic deterrence centers on communicating Russia’s capability to continue imposing
costs and degrading expected gains in the event of continued war. In this way, it aims to
deescalate hostilities and eventually terminate war by convincing NATO and the United
States to give up on their political objectives. Military tools address most of the deterrence
tasks associated with crisis and conflict, including demonstrations of military power, raising
readiness, deploying forces, threatening conventional or nuclear strikes, and actually
conducting military strikes in single or grouped ways. While Russia’s military forces are
divided into “general purpose forces and strategic deterrence forces in order to execute
specific deterrence tasks,” Russia’s nonnuclear and nuclear capabilities are “conceptually
organized” into those focused on regional deterrence and those focused on global
deterrence. As part of the strategic deterrence concept, Russia’s warfighting concepts
facilitate swiftly move from conventional to nuclear operations to levy calibrated, escalating
applications of force suitable for ending a war on terms favorable to Moscow.

Todd C. Robinson and James Platter, “Nuclear armed aggressor or ultimate doomsday prepper?
Assessing the grand strategy of a nuclear-armed North Korea,” Comparative Strategy Volume 40,
2021 Issue 3, pp. 315-335.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01495933.2021.1912517#abstract



http://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00359
https://www.cna.org/reports/2020/04/DRM-2019-U-022455-1Rev.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01495933.2021.1912517#abstract
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The authors argue that while deterring North Korean use of nuclear weapons may appear
similar to nuclear deterrence situations with which Washington is familiar, not allowing
Pyongyang to succeed with its compellent strategy is significantly different and arguably
more challenging. On the surface, that means staying steadfast in its commitment to
defending South Korea, but domestic political dynamics in the United States are more
important now than when facing conventional North Korean threats in the past. With the
continued adoption of a more stable nuclear posture now, Pyongyang could bide its time
waiting for more favorable circumstances in South Korea and the United States for
implementing its revisionist strategy.

Joel Wuthnow, “Taming The Hegemon: Chinese Thinking on Countering U.S. Military Intervention in
Asia,” China Strategic Perspectives 20, (Washington, DC: Institute for National Strategic Studies,
National Defense University, September 2025),
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/NewsArticle-View/article/4304243/taming-the-hegemon-
chinese-thinking-on-countering-us-militaryintervention-in-a/ .

China’s strategy focuses on building up military capabilities to defeat intervention by
attacking key nodes in the U.S. military system that allow it to project power in the western
Pacific (e.g., early warning, command and control, space capabilities). In a conflict, Chinese
attacks against key U.S. nodes would likely be both kinetic (e.g., precision missile strikes
against aircraft carriers, bases, and satellites) and non-kinetic (e.g., cyberattacks and
jamming communications systems). China’s willingness to fight a high-cost conflict with the
U.S. over Taiwan is unknown. However, in a Taiwan contingency, the report assesses that
China would strongly prefer to avoid large-scale war with the U.S. by deterring U.S.
intervention. In addition to possessing the capabilities to defeat U.S. intervention in a large-
scale conflict, China would also likely engage in signaling to further discourage U.S.
involvement in a Taiwan contingency. These signals could include firing missiles around
strategically important U.S. assets, conspicuously approaching U.S. aircraft carriers with
naval assets, and changing nuclear alert status. There are several implications of China’s
assumption and strategy. One is that—in the short term, at least—there is minimal deterrent
value in the U.S. changing its policy of strategic ambiguity regarding defense of Taiwan. A
second is that the U.S. needs to improve the robustness of the key nodes in its military
system to better deter China and prevail in a conflict should one take place.

Terence Roehrig and David C. Logan, “Deterring a Nuclear North Korea: What Does the Theory Tell
Us?, Stimson Center, 38 North (October 2024). https://www.38north.org/wp-
content/uploads/pdf/24-1017-Roehrig-Logan-Deterrence-Special-Report-FINAL-1.pdf.

Roehrig and Logan argue that North Korea's leadership evaluates U.S. threat credibility
through three lenses: capability, resolve, and assurances. Two are most important. On
capability, Pyongyang recognizes it faces the combined weight of a modern ROK military,
approximately 28,500 forward-deployed U.S. forces, a revitalized UN Command, and the
U.S. nuclear umbrella — a formidable array that makes conventional military success highly
unlikely. On resolve, North Korea watches alliance behavior closely, including the scale and
frequency of joint military exercises, high-level diplomatic signaling, and the depth of
institutional integration under the Combined Forces Command. Kim Jong Un likely
understands that initiating large-scale aggression would almost certainly end his regime.


https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/NewsArticle-View/article/4304243/taming-the-hegemon-chinese-thinking-on-countering-us-militaryintervention-in-a/
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/NewsArticle-View/article/4304243/taming-the-hegemon-chinese-thinking-on-countering-us-militaryintervention-in-a/
https://www.38north.org/wp-content/uploads/pdf/24-1017-Roehrig-Logan-Deterrence-Special-Report-FINAL-1.pdf
https://www.38north.org/wp-content/uploads/pdf/24-1017-Roehrig-Logan-Deterrence-Special-Report-FINAL-1.pdf
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North Korean leaders nonetheless perceive real weaknesses in the alliance's strategy. The
most significant is the possibility of decoupling — using ICBM-delivered nuclear threats to
make Washington hesitate before committing to South Korea's defense. North Korea's
perceived strengths include its growing nuclear and missile arsenal, its artillery threat to
Seoul, its tolerance for economic punishment, and its reading of the regime survival
calculus — nuclear weapons are viewed as irreplaceable shields against both external
attack and internal instability, making denuclearization essentially inconceivable from
Pyongyang's perspective.

Panel 4: Theories of Victory

e Are Red theories as well developed as they would like us to believe?
e Are Blue theories as underdeveloped as they appear to be?

e Is Green ahead of Blue in developing theories and concepts?

e How does this game advance your thinking about theories of victory?

Brad Roberts, “On Theories of Victory, Red and Blue,” Livermore Papers on Global Security No. 7.
(Livermore, CA: Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, 2020).
https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/CGSR-LivermorePaper7_0.pdf .

China and Russia (or Red) have emerged as clear threats to the United States, contends
CGSR Director Brad Roberts. Each country harbors revisionist aims for the international
system that are at odds with U.S. interests. While these adversaries have invested money
and intellectual capital in preparing for possible regional wars with the United States and its
allies, Washington has yet to develop theories of victory—or “a plausible set of principles for
overcoming an enemy”—that effectively counter the theories of victory under development
by adversaries. Roberts argues that to remedy this situation, the United States and its allies
should “go to school” to study its adversaries, develop a generic theory of victory to defeat
those of Red, and work to tailor this theory for specific regional contexts. Specifically, Red’s
theory of victory centers on “exploiting divisions within and among [U.S] allies and within the
United States itself” to undermine any U.S. effort to reverse a fait accompli and
demonstrating Red’s willingness to escalate to persuade the United States to give upon a
regional stake.

Colin S. Gray, "Nuclear Strategy: The Case for a Theory of Victory," International Security 4, no. 1
(1979), pp. 54-87. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2626784 .

In this classic piece, long-time strategist Colin Gray argues that a central role exists for
strategy in the event of thermonuclear war. Rather than simply rely on the logic of mutually
assured destruction, he contends that the United States needs a theory of victory in limited
nuclear war that imagines how nuclear weapons might be employed to achieve or defend
specific political objectives. While this is an older piece of scholarship (Gray focused his
analysis on countering any plausible Soviet theory of military victory in the context of the
late Cold War), his argument’s central case for a theory of victory remains relevant to
regional deterrence, extended deterrence, and nuclear posture today.

10


https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/CGSR-LivermorePaper7_0.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2626784
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Jacob L. Heim, Zachary Burdette, and Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, U.S. Military Theories of
Victory for a War with the People's Republic of China, RAND Corporation (February 2024).
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PEA1743-1.html.

RAND analysts Jacob Heim, Zachary Burdette, and Nathan Deauchamp-Mustafaga examine
how the United States might win a limited war with China “while avoiding catastrophic
escalation.” Specifically, they examine five theories of victory that Washington might
consider employing. Two stand out as the most viable options for winning without unwanted
escalation. The most plausible theory of victory, what they call “denial,” aims to “[c]onvince
the PRC that it cannot successfully take Taiwan by destroying the capabilities directly
supporting the invasion, such as sea- and airlift assets.” The authors also recommend a
“cost-imposition” theory of victory that tries to “convince the PRC that the costs are too high
to justify continuing a war over Taiwan by using cost-imposing military measures, such as
blockade or strategic air attacks.” Three alternatives—trying for “dominance “by soundly
defeating the PLA, “devaluing” the benefits of seizing Taiwan, and employing
“brinksmanship” threats to drive up China’s perceived costs of continuing to fight FOR
Taiwan—all come with limitations that make each unsound, especially given China’s military
capabilities and enduring political interest is in taking Taiwan

Greg Weaver. "The Role of Nuclear Weapons in a Taiwan Crisis.” Atlantic Council, November 2023,
22, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Weaver-Role-of-
NuclearWeapons-in-Taiwan-Crisis.pdf .

This report addresses the increasing likelihood of a conflict over Taiwan, emphasizing
China’s growing military power and the potential for simultaneous conflicts with China and
Russia. Weaver argues that nuclear weapons will significantly influence warfighting
strategies in the conflict and make limited or uncontrolled nuclear escalation a real
possibility. Weaver stresses the importance of clear deterrent messaging to China and
reassurance to U.S. allies. He calls for a reassessment of U.S. theater nuclear capabilities
and suggests the need to analyze options for defeating a Chinese amphibious invasion with
limited nuclear strikes if necessary. Additionally, he highlights the urgency of determining
whether the U.S. nuclear force structure requires expansion or modifications to address the
two-peer nuclear threat.

Panel 5: Deterrence Adaptation and Strategic of Denial

o How do deterrence-by-denial and deterrence by threat-of-punishment fit together?

e What are the particular contributions of US nuclear weapons to deterrence strategy?

o What adaptations to US deterrence capabilities, nuclear and otherwise, are needed to
enable Blue and Green theories of victory and success?

Evan Montgomery, “Breaking the Double Bind: U.S. Defense Strategy and Multi-Theater Deterrence,”
Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments (February 27, 2026).
https://csbaonline.org/research/publications/breaking-the-double-bind-u.s-defense-strategy-and-
multi-theater-deterrence
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Montgomery argues that the Pentagon should downgrade its emphasis on denial of a Taiwan
invasion, along with its implicit reliance on rapid decisive battle against China as the key to
addressing the risks posed by other adversaries. While the ability to quickly and conclusively
defeat the pacing threat might be an understandable goal and the rationale that restoring
overmatch will keep other rivals in check might be appealing, the likely cost and duration of
a conflict with Beijing are making this logic less tenable. Not only is rapid decisive battle
becoming more difficult to achieve, but heavy losses in a denial campaign would decrement
Washington’s ability to carry out a long fight and keep enough capability in reserve to
manage the dangers of opportunism. Instead, U.S. strategy toward China should embrace
minimum essential denial and protracted punishment. This would entail raising the costs of
a Chinese assault on Taiwan without elevating the defense of the island over the defeat of
China, preparing to inflict a variety of costs on China over the course of a military campaign
that might be longer and more geographically expansive than many anticipate, and
preserving sufficient military capability that could be used to impose costs on other
adversaries should they engage in opportunistic aggression.

Maximilian Hoell, et al., “Extended Deterrence in a Multipolar World,” Center for Global Security
Research, Workshop Summary (March 25-26, 2025). https://cgsr.linl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2025-
05/Extended%20Deterrence%20in%20a%20Multipolar-Nuclear-World-Workshop-Summary.pdf.

Moscow, Beijing, and Pyongyang are all deeply hostile to US extended deterrence policies
and practices. They see these as a means for the US and its proxies to meddle in their core
interests and to enable alliances that they deem illegitimate and dangerous. They pursue
military, political, and informational strategies aimed at breaking those alliances or
weakening them to the point that they are not capable of coherent action. In crisis and war
against a nuclear-armed adversary, the US and its allies and partners will be presented with
significant nuclear dangers and many difficult decisions. In the face of these challenges, the
US and its allies must (re)learn how to operate under the nuclear shadow cast by
adversaries and to cast their own nuclear shadow over enemy actions. Alliances must also
have robust capabilities for deterrence and defense in the domains of cyber space and outer
space, in addition to missile defenses and deep precision (non-nuclear) strike.

Bee Yun Jo. “Conventional-Nuclear Coordination as a Way Forward for U.S.-ROK-Japan Trilateral
Security Cooperation.” Asia Policy 20, no. 1 (2025), pp. 71-6,
https://www.nbr.org/publication/pathways-for-u-s-rok-japan-cooperation-strengthening-
trilateralties-amid-uncertainty/ .

The 2023 Camp David summit between the United States, Japan, and South Korea made
significant progress in moving toward trilateral deterrence in three areas: 1) coordinated
opposition to unilateral revisions to the regional status quo; 2) expanded dialogue and
institutionalization, including a newly created Trilateral Secretariat for Cooperation; and 3)
joint actions to deal with the DPRK’s nuclear threat (e.g., exchanging data on DPRK missile
launches and the joint Freedom Edge multidomain exercise). Scope remains, however, for
improving trilateral coordination and cooperation, particularly when its comes to
conventional-nuclear integration (CNI) under a conventional-nuclear cooperation (CNC)
banner. In practice, this would entail a “new institutional mechanism,” based on “a foreign
and defense ministerial 2+2,” for the “better coordination of the three states’ conventional
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forces and the United States’ nuclear forces ... to enhance deterrence against regional
contingencies.”

David Santoro and Brad Glosserman. “A Heavy Lift: Making Collective Deterrence and Defense Work
in the Indo-Pacific,” Issues and Insights Vol. 24, WP 2, Pacific Forum, April 23, 2024,
https://pacforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/MAKING-COLLECTIVE-DETERRENCE-
ANDDEFENSE-WORK-IN-THE-INDO-PACIFIC.pdf.

The eroding security environment demands a new division of deterrence labor between the
United States and its allies. To avoid overstretching the United States, figuring out how
exactly that division should look like must be an urgent U.S. priority. An integral part of such
a new division should be “giving more freedom of action to allies, something that the United
States has advocated in words but resisted in deeds.” In practice, this means 1) ensuring
that each ally understands its role in a Taiwan contingency; and 2) studying a shift from a
reactive, deterrence posture in a crisis to a more proactive stance to “exploit Chinese
vulnerabilities.” One way of doing so is to plan now for how the United States and its allies
could open second fronts in a crisis.
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