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Military Power Reimagined
The Rise and Future of Shaping
By Kyle J. Wolfley

T
he belief that the U.S. military 
finds itself in a “complex envi-
ronment”—one in which con-

ventional war is rare, but Great Power 
competition has returned, coupled 
with the persistent threat of violent 
nonstate actors—is so commonplace 
that it can now be considered a truism.1 
The United States, China, and Russia 
are engaged in a security competition 
below the threshold of open violence, 

yet scholars and practitioners struggle 
to articulate how these states’ militaries 
attempt to achieve their goals through 
ways other than warfighting or coer-
cion. This article better conceptualizes 
a type of military operation that is often 
misunderstood and understudied and 
that has the potential to become one 
of the most frequent tools of interstate 
competition in the coming decades. 
This military power logic, known as 

shaping, is a category of activity that 
entered the U.S. military lexicon in the 
mid-2000s amid a growing realization 
that nontraditional uses of force were 
necessary to manage new challenges. 
I define shaping as the use of military 
organizations to construct a more 
favorable environment through chang-
ing military relationships, the charac-
teristics of partners, or the behavior of 
allies. There are four primary shaping 
logics: attraction to change interna-
tional alignment; socialization to trans-
form a partner’s roles and practices; 
delegation to pass the burden of secu-
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rity; and assurance to reduce an ally’s 
insecurity and manage its behavior. 
Militaries use shaping in an attempt to 
exert control over an ambiguous envi-
ronment in which threats and allies are 
unclear. Through different activities, 
such as senior officer visits, exchanges, 
security assistance, forward presence, 
and certain types of military exercises, 
militaries employ shaping almost daily. 
However, shaping receives far less atten-
tion than warfighting, coercion, and 
other military activities that capture 
the conventional wisdom of what func-
tions militaries perform. Although the 
term is used regularly to describe U.S. 
operations, our understanding of how 
other militaries use shaping is limited. 
This article explains the logic, traces 
the origins, and anticipates the future 
of this important type of military 
operation.2

Although warfighting and coercion 
theories are well established, the use 
of military organizations to construct 
a more favorable environment suffers 
from conceptual confusion as scholars 
and practitioners struggle to define these 
nonconventional activities. Over the 
past three decades, the U.S. military has 
applied various phrases and terms other 
than shaping, such as military operations 
other than war, preventive defense, coop-
erative security, security cooperation, and 
military engagement, to describe these 
missions, exposing its discomfort in try-
ing to define these nontraditional tasks. 
Non-U.S. terminology also varies: British 
scholars and officers often use the terms 
defense diplomacy or defense engagement 
to describe these tasks;3 Chinese doctrine 
and scholarship refer to them as military 
diplomacy;4 and the Indian government 
defines them as defense cooperation.5 
Given the volume of inconsistent labels, 
this article makes the case that shaping 
best represents the overall purpose and 
logics of these operations, thereby at-
tempting to systematize how we describe 
these nontraditional military activities.

The use of shaping operations in-
creased substantially following the end 
of the Cold War, primarily through 
the U.S.-led North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) Partnership for 

Peace program.6 Recently, changes in 
power and technology have made shaping 
more attractive for emerging powers such 
as Russia and China. This is apparent in 
the expansion of multinational military 
exercises in two non-Western security 
organizations: the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization and the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization.7 The use of 
shaping by nondemocratic powers also 
suggests that this activity should not be 
synonymous with military-led democ-
racy promotion, though the limited 
literature on shaping seems to imply this 
relationship.

Shaping is more subtle than overt, 
more building than breaking, more 
Sun Tzu than Carl von Clausewitz, and 
more soft than hard power, qualities that 
render shaping seductive to state leaders, 
especially given its underhanded nature 
and cost aversion. It is often difficult, 
however, to determine whether shaping 
is “working” or “successful”; its mea-
sures of effectiveness are often elusive.8 
Moreover, the logic of shaping risks 
being misperceived by adversaries and 
appearing threatening to their interests. 
Thus, the stakes of conceptual clarity are 
high: major powers are exercising shaping 
with increased regularity, but without a 
clearer understanding, practitioners (es-
pecially policymakers and commanders) 
risk misperception and misapplication of a 
prominent source of military power.

This article proceeds in four stages. 
The article first defines shaping by com-
paring the concept with other forms of 
military statecraft—namely, warfighting 
and coercion—and then offers examples 
of each shaping logic. Second, the article 
traces the evolution of shaping operations 
in U.S. strategy documents and military 
doctrine. Third, the article argues that, 
due to systemic forces—the high costs of 
interstate war, changes in the balance of 
power, and the consequences of modern 
globalization—shaping operations will 
become a more attractive tool to major 
powers for the foreseeable future. The 
article concludes by discussing the need 
for scholars and practitioners to study 
shaping in the future and for command-
ers to take the role of shaping in military 
statecraft more seriously.

Shaping and Other Tools 
of Military Statecraft
Statecraft involves the use of foreign 
policy tools to protect a state’s interests, 
in particular national security. Scholars 
use various frameworks to differentiate 
among these instruments, but DIME 
(diplomacy, information, military, and 
economics) is the most prevalent today.9 
David Baldwin’s seminal work on eco-
nomic statecraft defines military state-
craft as “influence attempts relying pri-
marily on violence, weapons, or force,” 
effectively capturing the conventional 
wisdom on the typical “ways” (concepts 
or logics) and “means” (resources) of 
military strategy.10 Yet military statecraft 
involves far more than using tanks and 
aircraft carriers to deter and fight adver-
saries; shaping is key to understanding 
how militaries achieve their goals in 
other, cooperative ways.

For simplicity, the tools of military 
statecraft can be categorized into three 
overlapping categories: warfighting, 
coercing, and shaping.11 Warfighting is 
the use of violence within military orga-
nizations to overcome an adversary and 
achieve a political objective. Clausewitz 
provides the hallmark definition, noting 
that the goal of war is to “compel an 
enemy to do our will” through physical 
force: In order to do so, an army must 
“render the enemy powerless.”12 The 
political goals of wars vary: Total wars 
demand unconditional surrender from 
the adversary, while others are more 
limited by territory, objectives, or types 
of weapons employed.13 In U.S. military 
doctrine, warfare is divided into two 
major categories: traditional and irreg-
ular. When waging traditional interstate 
warfare, states use their lethal forces for 
conquest or protection—offensively or 
defensively.14

Coercing aims to convince an actor—
be it state or nonstate—to do something 
it does not want to do by manipulating 
costs, benefits, and risks.15 As opposed to 
what Thomas Schelling labeled “brute 
force” (that is, warfighting), military 
coercion is largely a state’s threat of 
future pain, which can take the form of 
deterrence or compellence.16 Deterrence 
is an attempt to convince an opponent, 
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through overt or implicit threats, that the 
costs of invasion—or another undesirable 
action—outweigh the benefits.17 While 
the goal of deterrence is to maintain the 
status quo, coercers can also compel oth-
ers to alter their behavior by threatening, 
demonstrating, or using limited force. 
Short of violence, states can mobilize 
troops to persuade an adversary to back 
down or employ a naval blockade to 
impose unacceptable costs and thus force 
a concession from the target. States may 
also apply selective violence through 
strategic bombing to deny an adver-
sary its military means or to punish its 
population to generate demands for sur-
render.18 Robert Art and Kelly Greenhill 
distinguish between this “wartime com-
pellence” and “coercive diplomacy”: the 
former typically combines violent force 
and economic sanctions, while the latter 
occurs short of open warfare between 
two or more actors.19

This article defines shaping as a 
state’s use of military organizations to 
create advantage within environments 
by changing military relationships, the 
characteristics of partners, or the behav-
ior of allies. The goals of shaping are to 
prevent threats from emerging and also 
to set the conditions for maintaining an 
advantage in case dangers do arise. Major 
powers use shaping to proactively manage 
allies, friends, and adversaries in the hope 
of avoiding the need for warfighting 
or costly coercion. By using shaping 
effectively, these powers may obviate the 
need to react under disadvantageous 
conditions in the future. Broadly, shaping 
avoids crises, threats, and violence and, as 
a recent U.S. military operational manual 
explained, keeps “adversary activities 
within a desired state of cooperation and 
competition.”20 Shaping relies primarily 
on attraction, legitimacy, persuasion, and 
positive incentives rather than the use or 

threat of force. As Derek Reveron notes, 
shaping is “different in fundamental 
ways from warfighting. Shaping is about 
managing relationships, not command 
and control; it is about cooperation, not 
fighting; and it is about partnership, not 
dominance.”21 While warfighting and co-
ercing are the most familiar tasks assigned 
to the military—what could be thought 
of as “breaking” and “bending”—shap-
ing is a rather surprising military task 
given its emphasis on “building” advan-
tage in the environment.

Given shaping’s focus on prevention, 
there is considerable overlap between its 
logics and the coercive logic of deterrence 
(especially extended deterrence over 
allies); however, there are also several dif-
ferences worth noting. Shaping primarily 
targets partners and allies, while deter-
rence targets adversaries. Shaping is about 
relationships and is thus necessarily multi-
lateral and cooperative, unlike deterrence. 

Sailors assigned to Arleigh Burke–class guided-missile destroyer USS Carney pose for command photo during ship’s port visit to Naval Station Souda Bay, 

Greece, November 8, 2018 (U.S. Navy/Ryan U. Kledzik)
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Moreover, shaping’s primary focus is on 
precluding threats from emerging in the 
first place; if shaping is effective, there is 
little need to convince an adversary that 
the costs of unwanted behavior outweigh 
the benefits. At the same time, deterrence 
can be improved by shaping through the 
attraction or delegation of partners. As a 
2008 U.S. joint manual notes, shaping 
and deterrence are “distinct but mutually 
supporting.”22

To achieve the goals of shaping, major 
powers focus on two targets: the partner’s 
characteristics or the partner’s relationship 
with the major power. Relationships refer 
to the status of relations between the 
partners: friendly, neutral, or adversarial. 
Characteristics refer to both the partner’s 
combat power and the role the partner’s 
military serves for its society, such as an 
institution that inculcates national values, 
an armed force that protects the state 
from external or internal threats, or an 
organization that defends a certain regime 
or set of political interests.23 States achieve 
shaping’s goals through four main logics: 
attraction, socialization, delegation, and 
assurance. To change characteristics, such 
as the partner military’s coercive power or 
practices, major powers use socialization 
and delegation. To manage relationships, 
they employ attraction and assurance. Yet 
these logics vary in whether they rely on 
soft power characteristics, such as legiti-
macy, persuasion, and values. Attraction 
and socialization rely heavily on these 
attributes; assurance and delegation do 
not.24 Although the terms are sometimes 
used interchangeably, the U.S. military’s 
categorization of operations as military 
engagement or security cooperation can 
be loosely applied to this distinction.25 
The table depicts the four shaping 
logics arranged by characteristics and 
relationships.

The first two logics—attraction and 
socialization—similarly rely on persuasion 
and values more than on building or 
transferring material capabilities. These 
logics can be considered engagement 
activities, defined by Evan Resnick as 
attempts to influence other states by es-
tablishing and enhancing contacts across 
diplomatic, military, economic, and cul-
tural domains.26 Attraction is a military’s 

attempt to create new allies or coalition 
partners, to detract from an adversarial 
alliance or coalition, or to reassure a rival. 
Using attraction, major powers persuade 
neutral states into a defense-pact alliance 
or multinational coalition and drive a 
wedge between an adversary and any po-
tential partners. The targets of attraction 
are certain domestic actors, such as pol-
iticians, military officers, or the general 
public, who are skeptical of becoming 
the major power’s allies. Attraction often 
relies on convincing a weary public that 
security cooperation is beneficial via 
public diplomacy—essentially dangling 
greater security and military effectiveness 
as the “carrot.”27 The hallmark example 
of attraction is the U.S.-led NATO 
Partnership for Peace of the 1990s. This 
partnership intended to recruit new part-
ners and former rivals for peacekeeping, 
promote democracy in post-Communist 
Europe, and prepare select militaries for 
potential NATO membership.28

Socialization is the use of military 
organizations to instill values, norms, or 
practices into other militaries through 
persuasion, teaching, and the building of 
habits.29 The goal is to shift the partner 
military’s identity and role to one that 
is more favorably viewed by the major 
power. For instance, militaries may 
encourage the values of democracy or 
respect for human rights in other armies; 
conversely, militaries may value state 
security and promote the protection 
of autocratic regimes against violent 
protests. Although socialization overlaps 
with attraction—in spreading the demo-
cratic belief that democracies refrain from 
fighting one another—the former focuses 
on transforming the values and character 
of the partner, while the latter does not. 
Russian-led Collective Security Treaty 

Organization training events to socialize 
regime protection against future “color 
revolutions” in the mid-2000s illustrate 
this logic.30

The other side of shaping—security 
cooperation—relies more on material 
power and threats of force than on the 
mechanisms of engagement described 
herein. Delegation is when major powers 
attempt to transition the responsibility of 
security, against both state and nonstate 
threats, to another military. Partner states 
that are unable to provide their own 
protection suffer from what Reveron 
describes as “security deficits,” something 
major powers attempt to overcome with 
weapons, training, and other forms of 
assistance.31 Since 9/11, Western powers 
have attempted to build the coercive 
and administrative capacity of weaker 
states with the goal of creating more 
stability while preventing the emergence 
of terrorism and civil war. Additionally, 
major powers may send advisors, funding, 
and equipment to another major power 
to avoid the responsibility of deterring 
or fighting a powerful opponent.32 
Delegation, similar to assurance, attempts 
to relieve security deficits; however, del-
egation attempts to pass this burden to 
the partner, while assurance assumes the 
responsibility for it.

Assurance is a major power’s attempt 
to reduce an ally’s sense of vulnerability 
by promising protection through defense 
commitments and the forward presence 
of soldiers. Without such signals of sup-
port, the ally may act in ways counter to 
the major power’s interest, such as acting 
aggressively, developing a more indepen-
dent foreign policy, or considering closer 
alignment with a rival power. One way 
to limit this adverse behavior is to send 
signals of commitment through treaties, 

Table. Logics of Shaping

Reliance on Soft Power

High reliance on soft power 
“military engagement”

Low reliance on soft power 
“security cooperation”

Target of 
Shaping

Relationship
Attraction to change 
international alignment

Assurance to reduce ally 
insecurity and manage its 
behavior

Partner 
Characteristics

Socialization to transform 
values and practices

Delegation to pass the burden 
of security
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troop deployments, arms transfers, and 
multinational exercises, thereby reducing 
the ally’s insecurity.33 By promising pro-
tection, major powers aim to influence 
domestic opinion in favor of the patron 
or pacify the region by limiting the sever-
ity of the security dilemma—that is, when 
one’s states accumulation of security 
(via increases in weapons or territory) 
threatens another’s.34 Of course, there is 
substantial overlap between the concepts 
of deterrence and assurance, given that 
the latter involves the extension of secu-
rity commitment to an ally. Yet assurance 
differs from the types of deterrence 
covered under coercion: Not only is the 
logic of assurance aimed primarily at the 
ally rather than the adversary, but also 
security commitments often dampen 
the fears of the rival that the ally will 
not act aggressively. The 2015 U.S.-led 
Operation Dragoon Ride, which intended 
to prevent Russia’s sphere of influence 
from extending over a weary and uncer-
tain European public, is an example of 
assurance in action.35

This article’s definition of shaping, 
which draws on U.S. security and defense 
documents from the 1990s and joint 
doctrine from the mid-2000s, differs 
from other military applications of the 
term. For instance, a recent Joint Force 
Quarterly article offers strategic shaping 
as a “coercive strategy . . . to complicate 
an adversary’s calculus and target his 
strategic intentions, not just his forces. 
The objective is to create a sharp deter-
rent effect by removing the adversary 
leadership’s sense of control of the crisis 
or conflict.”36 The authors firmly situate 
this concept within theories of coercion, 
which they argue can be improved by 
imposing multiple dilemmas, posturing 
assets to threaten what the adversary 
values, and displaying asymmetric capa-
bilities.37 This adversary-focused use of 
shaping differs from this article’s concep-
tion of shaping as constructing a more 
favorable environment through changing 
relationships, transforming partners, and 
managing allies—which aligns closer to 
the term’s use in U.S. strategy docu-
ments, as described in the next section. 
This definition also draws attention to 
how shaping is sometimes used at the 

tactical or operational level—such as 
when one unit supports the main effort 
of a mission through preparatory fires 
to ensure the enemy is degraded before 
ground soldiers attack, or obscuring the 
enemy’s observation of friendly forces.38 
In earlier doctrine, this activity was often 
described as “supporting” efforts to 
increase the odds of success for the “main 
efforts” in war.39

The Evolution of Shaping 
in U.S. Strategy and 
Operational Doctrine

Origins. While warfighting is the 
type of military behavior most com-
monly associated with Clausewitz, the 
origins of shaping are drawn from the 
writings of Sun Tzu. Though Sun Tzu's  
focus was on explaining methods of war-
fighting, Sun Tzu mentions numerous 
times throughout The Art of War how 
statesmen and generals can subdue their 
enemy “without having to fight a 
battle.”40 Sun Tzu acknowledges the 
immense costs of war—the “great affair 
of the state. The field of life and death” 
—and how engaging in prolonged 
violent battle is detrimental in terms of 
both lives and treasure.41 In light of 
these potential losses, the preferred 
approach to defeating one’s adversary is 
to first “stymie the enemy’s plans” and 
“his alliances,” even before attacking 
“his troops” or, reluctantly, “his walled 
cities” when there is no other option.42 
As one scholar of Chinese strategy 
explains, “Thus in the Art of War, Sun 
Tzu treats warfare, from its preparation 
to execution and termination as first and 
foremost a contest of wisdom. Use of 
force is secondary.”43 When warfighting 
is necessary, Sun Tzu emphasizes the 
concept of shi—that is, developing a 
favorable configuration of power or stra-
tegic advantage prior to battle—a term 
so important that it occurs 15 times 
throughout the short book.44

Though the term does not emerge in 
official foreign policy discussions until at 
least the end of the Cold War, shaping in 
practice holds a long pedigree. One of 
the oldest forms of shaping is the 
use of military attachés—liaison officers 
deployed to the capitals of other nations 

to observe the military developments of 
these states, while providing advice to 
ambassadors and cooperating with host 
militaries. Though the term and diplo-
matic status of attaché was codified in the 
1850s, the stationing of military officers 
for political or diplomatic purposes dates 
back to the Roman empire.45 Another 
common shaping activity is the use of 
military assistance and advisers to create 
stronger foreign militaries. Historical 
examples include French covert assistance 
to undermine the British in the early 
years of the American Revolution,46 as 
well as U.S. and Soviet funding proxies to 
develop spheres of influence and prevent 
the ideological expansion of each other, 
especially in the developing world.47

The End of the Cold War and 
Indoctrination of Shaping. Despite the 
common historical use of shaping, the 
term was not codified into U.S. foreign 
policy documents until after the fall of the 
Soviet Union and end of the Cold War. 
The 1997 National Military Strategy 
painted a picture of the novel security 
environment, which comprised numerous 
nonstate threats: ethnic conflict, transna-
tional crime, proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction, and environmental dam-
age.48 In the preface, the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff acknowledged that 
the military instrument of power would 
need to contribute to the grand strategy of 
engagement, “helping to shape the 
international environment in appropriate 
ways to bring about a more peaceful and 
stable world.”49 In order to implement this 
strategy and protect the first core interest 
of enhancing American security, the docu-
ment identified three mechanisms: shaping 
the international environment, responding 
to the full spectrum of crises, and preparing 
now for an uncertain future.50

The 1997 Quadrennial Defense 
Review Report developed a more detailed 
defense strategy that emphasized the 
“shape, respond, prepare” framework laid 
out by the National Security Strategy. 
The report notes that the goals of shap-
ing include the following: “promote 
regional stability, prevent or reduce 
conflicts and threats, and deter aggres-
sion and coercion on a day-to-day basis” 
through the use of military activities such 
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as forward-stationed troops, military ex-
ercises, and officer exchanges.51

Despite the inclusion of shaping in 
high-level strategy, the U.S. military 
struggled with defining these types of 
operations as it found itself responsible 
for activities other than warfighting or 
coercion. The military’s discomfort 
with nonwarfighting activities is evident 
in how it began labeling them. The 
1993 edition of Joint Publication (JP) 
3-0, Doctrine for Joint Operations, dis-
tinguished between two main military 
activities: war and military operations 
other than war (MOOTW). The publica-
tion noted that MOOTW fell outside of 
the realm of combat operations, focused 
on “deterring war and promoting peace,” 
and were intended to “keep the day-
to-day tensions between nations below 
the threshold of armed conflict” and 
“maintain influence in foreign lands.”52 
The Joint Staff’s May 1997 Concept 
for Future Joint Operations was the first 
major joint document that articulated 

the concept of shaping. In the foreword, 
the authors explain, “America’s Armed 
Forces must be able to shape the strategic 
environment to prevent war, respond 
when deterrence fails, and begin now to 
prepare for an uncertain and challenging 
environment.”53 The doctrine notes that 
an overseas presence has a “stabilizing 
effect” that allows peacetime engagement 
to positively shape the environment.54

The 9/11 Attacks and Renewed Focus 
on Shaping. The al Qaeda terrorist attacks 
of September 11, 2001, provided the 
next major impetus for shaping in U.S. 
military doctrine. Although warfighting 
would remain the priority focus for the 
invasion of Afghanistan, there was a sense 
that military units needed to get ahead 
of these problems in the future. The 
military began expressing its ideas for 
operations along a timeline in its 2001 
revision of JP 3-0 by laying out four 
sequential phases in which peace, war, 
and then peace again would take place: 
deter/engage, seize initiative, decisive 

operations, and transition.55 Yet military 
planners wanted to create an environ-
ment that would preclude threats from 
emerging: Commanders and staffs at 
geographic combatant commands began 
imagining how to better shape their 
environment. General Charles Wald, the 
deputy commander for U.S. European 
Command (USEUCOM) in the mid-
2000s, described the need for a “Phase 
Zero” that would come prior to combat 
operations in order to prevent the need 
for costly military intervention following 
a future terrorist attack. For Wald, the 
four-phase campaign model depicted in 
the pre-9/11 edition of JP 3-0 was insuf-
ficient to properly shape the environment 
and “prevent conflicts from developing in 
the first place.”56 In order to obviate the 
need for costly warfighting, he described 
how USEUCOM imagined Phase Zero 
as an opportunity for “building capacity 
in partner nations that enable them to 
be cooperative, trained, and prepared to 
help prevent or limit conflict.” Instead 

U.S. Navy Divers assigned to Mobile Diving and Salvage Unit 1 and Royal Thai navy sailors assigned to navy diver and explosive ordnance disposal 

center prepare to conduct joint dive exercise off coast of Pattaya, Thailand, during Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training Thailand 2019, June 6, 

2019 (U.S. Navy/Joshua Mortensen)



26  Forum / The Rise and Future of Shaping	 JFQ 102, 3rd Quarter 2021

of measuring victory in terms of enemy 
combatants killed during war, success 
would be determined by how many 
conflicts were avoided, which would save 
both American lives and treasure.57 This 
understanding of shaping was then im-
plemented in the 2006 edition of JP 3-0, 
which expanded the phasing model by 
including Phase Zero to “enhance inter-
national legitimacy,” “gain multinational 
cooperation,” and “assure success by 
shaping perceptions and influencing the 
behavior of both adversaries and allies.”58 
This edition discontinued the binary war 
versus MOOTW framework by creating 
three new clusters of operations: major 
operations and campaigns; crisis response 
and limited contingency operations; and 
military engagement, security cooper-
ation, and deterrence.59 The concept 
of shaping was generally dedicated to 
the first cluster to describe how joint 
force commanders could influence their 
environment before combat operations 
become necessary. This categorization 
largely remained intact for the most re-
cent (2017) version of JP 3-0, but with 
more articulation of shaping’s goals: 
“help set conditions for successful theater 
operations”; “provide a deeper, and com-
mon, understanding of the OE [operating 
environment]”; and “advance national 
security objectives, promote stability, pre-
vent conflicts (or limit their severity), and 
reduce the risk of employing U.S. military 
forces in a conflict.”60

Shaping as a More Prominent 
Foreign Policy Instrument
Although post–Cold War threats of 
instability and terrorism precipitated an 
increase in shaping, changes in technol-
ogy and the international distribution 
of power will likely continue to make 
shaping attractive in the future. Specifi-
cally, three systemic forces will increase 
the incentives for shaping.61 First is the 
influence of major weapons systems that 
make conventional war extremely costly. 
The massive destructiveness of nuclear 
weapons encourages immense caution 
among national leaders against inter-
state war as the primary tool of foreign 
policy crises.62 Moreover, the techno-
logical progress of air defense weapons, 

missiles, and sensors over the past 
decade has made conquest more chal-
lenging and provided at least a marginal 
advantage to the defense.63 Because 
shaping (as well as deterrence) does not 
require the actual use of violent force, 
states will be attracted to this less costly 
option to achieve their goals.

Second are the consequences of 
globalization—the increase in transac-
tions across national borders, caused by 
advances in transportation and com-
munication, that provides quicker and 
cheaper connections for both state and 
nonstate actors.64 Advances in overland 
and sea shipping, as well as in information 
technology, have given violent nonstate 
actors (such as insurgents, separatists, 
and terrorists) increased ability to achieve 
their goals against states; such actors can 
now organize, communicate, finance, and 
transport at much higher rates than in the 
past.65 All major powers today use shap-
ing as a way to protect themselves against 
the possibility of terrorism or separatism 
in their countries or on their peripheries.

Third, changes in the structure of 
the international system—that is, the 
distribution of capabilities between major 
powers—also encourage the use of shap-
ing activities. The structure of the system 
during the Cold War was bipolar, which 
made deterrent activities such as massive 
conventional exercises more attractive. 
However, the collapse of the Soviet Union 
in 1991 and the resultant loss of support 
for weaker clients by both superpowers 
created a decrease in state capacity but an 
increase in weapons available to separatist 
groups.66 However, the system appears 
to be approaching multipolarity in which 
Russia, China, and to a lesser extent India 
are acquiring more power; thus, shaping 
provides a means for states to attract allies 
and balance against one another.

Conclusion
Changes in power and technology will 
likely increase the incentives for states 
to engage in shaping; however, there 
have been few attempts by scholars or 
practitioners to examine shaping.67 This 
is partly because studying shaping is 
essentially studying power. Therefore, as 
in all analyses of power, one must deter-

mine what “success” is and imagine 
the counterfactual (what would have 
happened if shaping did not occur) in 
order to determine effectiveness.68 The 
ability to assess whether straightforward 
shaping activities, such as building 
partner capacity, are effective in improv-
ing security or governance is notori-
ously challenging.69 Even determining 
the most important causes of traditional 
military power—the ability to win con-
ventional wars—is not uncontroversial.70

Despite these research problems, the 
stakes are high for commanders to under-
stand and plan for shaping: Not only can 
shaping be misapplied, but it may also re-
sult in unintended, negative consequences. 
Combatant commands generally direct 
their shaping activities through theater 
security cooperation plans, creating an 
opportunity for commanders and staffs 
to grapple with and articulate the goals 
of shaping. For instance, are port visits 
intended to attract new partners, and 
why do we think these activities would 
be successful? Should the United States 
attempt to socialize democratic practices in 
other militaries, or could this result in re-
sentment or blowback? Are multinational 
exercises an attempt to assure an ally of a 
security commitment or to delegate re-
sponsibility to it? These two logics are not 
necessarily mutually supporting. Promising 
security often removes the incentives for a 
partner to develop its own security capac-
ity.71 Moreover, like deterrence, shaping’s 
“prevent but prepare” logic unfortunately 
provides an opportunity for misperception 
by competitors and has the potential to 
elicit negative reactions.72 For instance, 
U.S. efforts to encourage democracy 
in Eastern Europe and Central Asia are 
viewed by Russia as undermining its own 
security, while U.S. troop presence in the 
Middle East may create resentment and 
invite attack.73 Commanders should direct 
their staffs to understand how to not only 
employ the logics of shaping to create a 
more favorable environment but also to 
anticipate how forward presence, engage-
ment, and military exercises are perceived 
by adversaries. Thus, commanders, policy-
makers, and scholars would benefit from 
a clearer focus on this increasingly promi-
nent way of military statecraft. JFQ
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