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The recent and significant shift in the language surrounding Australian defence 
strategy has inspired surprisingly little sustained debate despite its implications 
for the Australian Defence Force (ADF). The release of the 2020 Defence 
Strategic Update (the Update) in July 2020 directed a move from traditionally 
broad strategic guidance towards a more targeted and competitive model 
summarised by the tagline of shape, deter, respond. Given the importance of 
this shift to Australia’s defence posture, and especially to its potential capability 
acquisition options, it is surprising that there has been a distinct paucity of 
discussion regarding the utility and meaning of these three concepts for the 
ADF. Indeed, the words might be considered odd choices. Shaping is a largely 
non-military exercise, and Australia’s defence establishment presently lacks a 
clear practical or doctrinal understanding of deterrence.1 Historically, Australia 
has possessed small forces without a clear existential threat and has therefore 
supported limited discussion of what it means to deter. Only respond naturally 
accords with our present military capabilities and experience of conflict. Together 
they outline a commitment to engaging throughout the spectrum of competition, 
from cooperation through to conflict. This commentary reviews some of the 
implications of this new strategic language for the ADF, and examines how allied 
concepts of deterrence might inform an Australian approach. It is intended to 

1 Defence’s concept of deterrence remains effectively limited to a two sentence definition in a single publication 
(Australian Defence Doctrine Publication (ADDP) 3.0 Campaigns and Operations), and some passing 
references in other doctrine and documents (not publicly available).That there is no publicly available definition 
or discussion of what Defence means by deterrence speaks volumes. Where discussed by external public 
organisations it has generally been in the context of Extended Deterrence (nuclear deterrence by the United 
States). 
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prompt discussion on how this new strategic direction should influence our 
intellectual approach to conflict and force design.

The implications of language
In examining the implications of this revised direction we must first consider 
what is being communicated by this new language. The foreword to the Update, 
co-signed by the Prime Minister and Minister for Defence, states:

Defence’s strategic objectives are to deploy military power to 
shape Australia’s strategic environment, deter actions against our 
interests and, when required, respond with credible military force.2

There is much in this simple sentence to unpack, not least that the objectives 
must be considered in progressive sequence and with reference to each other. 
The first point to note is that despite their designation as strategic objectives, 
shape, deter and respond (SDR doctrine) are, in fact, effects presented as 
verbs.3 This is problematic given the difficulty in determining when these 
objectives (now presented as actions) have been achieved. Putting this issue 
aside for the moment, these verbs have four key features: they are focused on 
external competitors or adversaries; they are escalatory from peace through to 
war; they are focused on activity and effects and not necessarily outcomes; and 
they rely on whole-of-government (rather than specific defence) effects. When 
we consider these features in more detail a number of implications for defence 
planners emerge.

First, the guidance is adversary focused. The effects are intended: to create a 
favourable strategic environment for Australia; to prompt a reaction from external 
actors; and to consider their responses to our actions. Unusually for Australian 
defence strategy, SDR doctrine looks external to Australia to elicit a reaction 
from our peers, partners and adversaries, and to consider their reaction to our 
actions and intent.4 While it continues previous direction towards achieving a 
safe Australia, a secure near-region and the preservation of a rules-based global 

2 Emphasis from original, Department of Defence (DoD), 2020 Defence Strategic Update, Australian 
Government,1 July 2020, accessed 26 Jan 2021, https://defence.gov.au/StrategicUpdate-2020/docs/2020_
Defence_Strategic_Update.pdf. 

3 Symptomatic of the overall problem, there is no definition for ‘Strategic Objectives’ in the Defence Glossary. 
The closest is ‘National Objectives’, defined as ‘those aims, derived from national goals and interests, toward 
which a national policy or strategy is directed and efforts and resources of the nation are applied’. Australian 
Defence Glossary, (not publicly available), accessed 26 Jan 2021. 

4 Previous strategic guidance has focused on Australia and been generally vague when discussing external 
factors other than allies. The rubric has generally been to maintain a safe and cohesive Australian nation, 
a secure near region, and to hold a limited capacity to project influence further afield. See for example the 
Defence White Paper 2009, Defence White Paper 2013 and 2016 Defence White Paper. https://www.
defence.gov.au/WhitePaper/Links.asp

https://defence.gov.au/StrategicUpdate-2020/docs/2020_Defence_Strategic_Update.pdf
https://defence.gov.au/StrategicUpdate-2020/docs/2020_Defence_Strategic_Update.pdf
https://www.defence.gov.au/WhitePaper/Links.asp
https://www.defence.gov.au/WhitePaper/Links.asp
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order, SDR doctrine is far more explicit about the necessity to demonstrate 
resolve and our willingness to project military power. It is also far more explicit 
about identifying China, and to a lesser extent Russia, as competitors and 
disrupters of the current global order.5 This increasingly targeted language is 
necessary: to be successful we must clearly identify who we seek to shape, deter 
and respond to. However, it also accords our competitors a new prominence in 
our strategic calculus: what actions Australia takes may be less important than 
the reaction they elicit from the target. It also suggests that we are potentially 
reacting to events rather than holding the initiative. Such observations are hardly 
revelatory, but genuinely considering the critical vulnerabilities and defeat criteria 
for external threats is a different proposition from our traditional approach of 
strengthening and expanding alliances. This observation provides several 
deductions for defence planners. First, Australia needs to possess relevant and 
potent capabilities that genuinely influence adversary decision-making, and 
dissuade them from taking actions inimical to their and Australia’s interests. 
Second, we must identify what changes in the environment and adversary 
posture will indicate that our desired effect has been achieved (or not). And third, 
we must possess appropriate sensor and analysis networks able to accurately 
identify those changes.

The second feature of these verbs is their escalation of force from shaping 
through to responding. Each progressively demands increasing resources 
and effort from Australia but, theoretically, also imposes rising costs or threats 
upon the target. In so doing they describe external engagement that covers 
the full spectrum from peacetime cooperation, through more confrontational 
competition and confrontation, up to conflict (i.e. ‘traditional’ war). Accordingly, 
this progression is described as the “contest spectrum” by some observers.6 
By spanning this spectrum the SDR doctrine permits a potential reduction in 
confrontation once conditions favourable to Australia have been achieved.7 This 
accords with existing doctrinal understanding of deterrence as ‘the ultimate aim 
of shaping prior to operations’.8 Deductions that follow include that we must 
expect continual cooperation and competition to be a normal state of affairs, 

5 Michael Shoebridge, ‘Defence strategic update promises real change but more is needed’, The Strategist, 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 1 July 2020, accessed 26 Jan 2021. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/
defence-strategic-update-promises-real-change-but-more-is-needed/.

6 Paul Arbon (ed), The Resilience of the Deterrence Effect, Torrens Resilience Institute, Flinders University, 
2020, p 7, Development of a Resilience Research Science and Technology Capability for Information and 
Influence - Torrens Resilience Institute (flinders.edu.au) 

7 John Warden, ‘Success in modern war: A response to Robert Pape’s bombing to win’, Security Studies, 
1997, 7(2):173.

8 Australian Defence Force, ADDP 3.0 Campaigns and Operations, Australian Defence Doctrine Publication, 
Australian Government, 2012, not publicly available.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence-strategic-update-promises-real-change-but-more-is-needed/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence-strategic-update-promises-real-change-but-more-is-needed/
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and that Australia needs to possess sufficient capability options to achieve the 
range of desired effects. The latter point is particularly important for planners 
as it will define both the variety of capability options required, as well as their 
size. For example, if the desired effect was disruption or denial of a certain 
maritime straits, the force needed might be markedly different (and potentially 
smaller and cheaper) to that required to achieve command of the sea in the 
same area. Relevant examples can be found in nuclear postures: the British 
maintain a ‘minimum credible deterrent’ of submarine launched missiles only, the 
French possess submarine launched and aircraft delivered weapons, and the 
United States opts for the ‘nuclear triad’ of submarines, aircraft and land-based 
missile delivery options. The resulting analysis of the variety and size of capability 
required should in theory result in significant changes to our future defence 
capability options, particularly in balancing offensive and defensive capabilities.

Third, the SDR doctrine is focused on the execution of activities. I have already 
noted that the terminology of ‘strategic objectives’ is problematic given their 
presentation as effects and as verbs rather than products or end-states. This 
approach also defies doctrine which recommends effects are expressed as 
nouns and not verbs precisely to allow focus on outcomes instead of activity.9 
Such phraseology also challenges our more traditional conceptions of war and 
conflict as having a defined beginning and/or end. The result of this action-
oriented language is an expectation of continual activity to generate the desired 
effect, committing Australia to be more active in creating the conditions for 
our national security. In part, the preceding point drives this activity: a contest 
spectrum drives continuous competition through continual engagement with 
other nations in a variety of circumstances and intensities. It is important to note 
that this contest may not change what we currently do in our region, but it 
does change the way we perceive our actions and should prompt Australians 
to be more demanding of what we expect our routine regional activities and 
engagements to achieve. This perspective shift should challenge our conception 
of ‘peacetime’ endeavours: more targeted routine training and force generation 
activities will be required to maximise regional engagement opportunities, and 
to rehearse or prepare for select operations further afield.10 Routine activities 
might be easier to conduct in Australia, but be more effective if executed in the 
region in partnership with others. Australia’s deployed force structure may also 

9 ADDP 3.0 Campaigns and Operations, Annex A to Chapter 5.

10 Something explicitly identified in the latest Air Force Strategy document, Director-General Strategy and 
Planning – Air Force, Air Force Strategy 2020, (AFSTRAT 2020) Department of Defence, Australian 
Government, 2020, accessed 26 Jan 2021, https://www.airforce.gov.au/our-mission/air-force-strategy. 

https://www.airforce.gov.au/our-mission/air-force-strategy
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require revision, as shaping and deterrence effects in our region are unlikely to be 
delivered by expeditionary operations in more distant locations.11

Finally, the generation of these effects and the conduct of activities are not the 
exclusive responsibility of Defence. Indeed, Defence’s own studies indicate our 
military plays little role in shaping activities in comparison to the levers available to 
a variety of other Australian government agencies and industry organisations.12 
This is reasonable: Australia lacks a national security strategy to encompass 
and align whole-of-government effects, and the Update tries to cover this gap 
by recognising the importance of other government efforts in achieving a secure 
nation.13 In the absence of a national security strategy, the Update will probably 
remain as close to national level guidance as we are likely to get. The expansion of 
strategic guidance to encompass capabilities and effects beyond those under the 
exclusive control of Defence is necessary and prudent. Concern over ‘grey zone’ 
operations, ‘lawfare’ or ‘liminal warfare’ is pervasive in current western military 
professional discourse.14 Our primary adversaries design operations around the 
concepts that ‘war space is expanding but combat space is shrinking’ or that 
‘nonmilitary means’ of conflict are of increasing importance.15 Taking the current 
Army concept of Accelerated Warfare as both true and applicable, competition 
is just as important a role for the military as conflict.16 Australia is hardly alone 
here, with the latest British Armed Forces doctrine of the Integrated Operating 
Concept outlining four key concepts of ‘protect, engage, constrain, war-fight’, 

11 For instance, the conduct of training or counter-piracy operations in the Middle East may be less important to 
Australia’s immediate interests than the same missions conducted in the Indo-Pacific. However, the effect of 
the former missions in shaping our allies and demonstrating our force capabilities cannot be ignored either.

12 Arbon, The Resilience of the Deterrence Effect, p 7.

13 For example, Britain employs a Strategic Defence and Security Review, and the United States’ a National 
Security Strategy; Jim Molan, ‘Whatever the question, the answer is a national security strategy’, Centre of 
Gravity, 50, ANU Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, 2009, accessed 26 Jan 2021. http://sdsc.bellschool.
anu.edu.au/experts-publications/publications/7188/whatever-security-question-answer-national-security-
strategy. 

14 See Lieutenant General Rick Burr, Army in Motion: Accelerated Warfare Statement, Australian Army, 22 
October 2020, accessed 02 January 2021, https://www.army.gov.au/our-work/army-motion/accelerated-
warfare Accelerated Warfare | Army.gov.au; General Nick Carter, ‘Speech: Chief of the Defence Staff, 
General Sir Nick Carter launches the Integrated Operation Concept’ (transcript), UK Ministry of Defence, 
30 September 2020, accessed 02 January 2021, https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/chief-of-the-
defence-staff-general-sir-nick-carter-launches-the-integrated-operating-concept; David Kilcullen, The dragons 
and the snakes: how the rest learned to fight the west, Oxford University Press, 2020.

15 Edmund J Bourke, Kristen Gunness, Cortez A Cooper III, Mark Cozad, People’s Liberation Army Operational 
Concepts, Report RR-A394-1, RAND Corporation, 2020, accessed 02 January 2021, https://doi.
org/10.7249/RRA394-1; and Ofer Fridman, ‘On ‘Gerasimov Doctrine’: Why the West Fails to Beat Russia 
to the Punch’, Prism, 4 October 2019, 8(2):101–112, https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/News-Article-
View/Article/1981229/on-the-gerasimov-doctrine-why-the-west-fails-to-beat-russia-to-the-punch/. 

16 Burr, Army in Motion: Accelerated Warfare. 

http://sdsc.bellschool.anu.edu.au/experts-publications/publications/7188/whatever-security-question-answer-national-security-strategy
http://sdsc.bellschool.anu.edu.au/experts-publications/publications/7188/whatever-security-question-answer-national-security-strategy
http://sdsc.bellschool.anu.edu.au/experts-publications/publications/7188/whatever-security-question-answer-national-security-strategy
https://www.army.gov.au/our-work/army-motion/accelerated-warfare
https://www.army.gov.au/our-work/army-motion/accelerated-warfare
https://www.army.gov.au/our-work/army-motion/accelerated-warfare
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/chief-of-the-defence-staff-general-sir-nick-carter-launches-the-integrated-operating-concept
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/chief-of-the-defence-staff-general-sir-nick-carter-launches-the-integrated-operating-concept
https://doi.org/10.7249/RRA394-1
https://doi.org/10.7249/RRA394-1
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/News-Article-View/Article/1981229/on-the-gerasimov-doctrine-why-the-west-fails-to-beat-russia-to-the-punch/
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/News-Article-View/Article/1981229/on-the-gerasimov-doctrine-why-the-west-fails-to-beat-russia-to-the-punch/
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only the last of which is an exclusively military role.17 However, it is in responding 
that Defence has the most experience, with two decades of global operations 
having honed our skills and equipment in the conduct of a range of operations 
likely to be required in any military response.

Having identified that our military is designed to respond, and that shaping is a 
whole-of-government activity, our attention necessarily turns to the less explored 
concept of deterrence. The Update’s focus on influencing adversaries through a 
range of escalatory activities elevates the prominence of deterrence and makes 
it central to Defence’s future strategy. Its prominence is explicitly identified early:

[I]t is the Government’s intent that Australia take greater responsibility 
for our own security. It is therefore essential that the ADF grow its 
self-reliant ability to deliver deterrent effects.18

Unfortunately, deterrence is presently a relatively unexplored concept in the ADF 
and we possess a comparatively unsophisticated and shallow understanding of 
its requirements. Apart from referencing a few key platforms such as the long-
retired F-111 or existing submarines, there has been little recent discussion 
of the nature of deterrence or its role in Australian defence strategy.19 There 
has been some limited examination of the concept in recent years amongst 
(partly) Defence funded think tanks, but there is little public evidence that these 
efforts have resonated within Defence.20 This reflects a global trend: concepts 
of conventional (i.e. non-nuclear) deterrence were widely discussed by western 
analysts at the conclusion of the Cold War, but the concept has lapsed 
somewhat amongst western militaries who enjoyed the ‘unipolar moment’ of 
the 1990s and 2000s.21 The last time Australia’s defence thinkers considered 
conventional deterrence in any significant depth was during a series of studies 

17 UK Ministry of Defence (MOD), Introducing the Integrated Operating Concept, MOD, 30 September 
2020, accessed 6 January 2021, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-integrated-operating-
concept-2025.

18 Emphasis added. 2020 Defence Strategic Update, Section 2.22 accessed 26 Jan 2021.

19 For example, Vice Admiral Tim Barrett AO CSC RAN, Chief of Navy, Address to the Submarine Institute of 
Australia 7th Biennial Conference, 12 Nov 2014, accessed 26 Jan 2021, https://www.navy.gov.au/sites/
default/files/documents/20141112-Submarine_100_Conference_%28SIA%29_speech.pdf.

20 Most notably the United States Studies Centre’s Deterrence Dialogues: Ashley Townsend, David Santoro 
and Brendan Thomas-Noone, Revisiting Deterrence in an Era of Strategic Competition – Outcomes 
report from the Inaugural US-Australia Indo-Pacific Deterrence Dialogue, 8 February 2019, www.ussc.
edu.au/analysis/revisiting-deterrence-in-an-era-of-strategic-competition; Ashley Townshend and David 
Santoro, Operationalising Deterrence in the Indo-Pacific, 2 April 2020, https://www.ussc.edu.au/analysis/
operationalising-deterrence-in-the-indo-pacific; or a number of discussions in Australian Strategic Policy 
Institute’s The Strategist (e.g. Mike Scrafton, ‘Strategic strike, deterrence and the ghost of the F-111’, The 
Strategist 25 March 2020, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/strategic-strike-deterrence-and-the-ghost-of-
the-f-111/.

21 Lawrence Freedman, Deterrence, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004, p 1. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-integrated-operating-concept-2025
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-integrated-operating-concept-2025
https://www.navy.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/20141112-Submarine_100_Conference_%28SIA%29_speech.pdf
https://www.navy.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/20141112-Submarine_100_Conference_%28SIA%29_speech.pdf
http://www.ussc.edu.au/analysis/revisiting-deterrence-in-an-era-of-strategic-competition
http://www.ussc.edu.au/analysis/revisiting-deterrence-in-an-era-of-strategic-competition
https://www.ussc.edu.au/analysis/operationalising-deterrence-in-the-indo-pacific
https://www.ussc.edu.au/analysis/operationalising-deterrence-in-the-indo-pacific
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/strategic-strike-deterrence-and-the-ghost-of-the-f-111/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/strategic-strike-deterrence-and-the-ghost-of-the-f-111/
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between 1979 and 1999.22 Unfortunately for proponents of the Update, their 
consistent conclusion was that Australian forces lacked the size and firepower 
required to comprise a credible deterrent.23 Given that Australia’s relative military-
technological edge has eroded since that time it is unlikely that this situation has 
changed. The resultant challenge to the credibility of the Update’s approach is 
worth separate consideration; however, this commentary will focus instead on 
how Australia might best achieve our stated objective of deterrence.

Considering deterrence in an Australian context
Australia presently defines deterrence as:

the convincing of a potential aggressor that the consequences 
of coercion or armed conflict would outweigh the potential gains. 
This requires the maintenance of a credible military capability and 
strategy with the clear political will to act.24

While this definition matches that of our allies, there is no further discussion 
of deterrence within Defence or single-Service doctrine so we must look more 
widely for a deeper understanding. It is important to note upfront that within 
the Australian context we examine conventional deterrence, not the significantly 
different and more widely explored concept of nuclear deterrence. This directs 
us towards Mearsheimer’s classical definition of conventional deterrence being 
‘a function of the capability of denying an aggressor his battlefield objectives 
with conventional forces’.25 The implication of these definitions, reinforced by 
the language of the Update, is that deterrence is linked to the outcomes of 
battle, making it potentially achievable by Defence alone. The question then 
becomes of how to best design a deterrent-based approach. Freedman and 
Gray provide two of the most recent, holistic and considered discussions of 

22 These studies include JO Langtry, and DJ Ball, Controlling Australia’s Threat Environment: A Methodology for 
Planning Australia’s Defence Force Development, Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Australian National 
University, 1979; MG Smith, ‘Conventional Deterrence and Australian Military Strategy’, Defence Force 
Journal July/Aug 1988, p 5-16; and Michael Evans, ‘Conventional Deterrence in the Australian Strategic 
Context’, Working Paper No. 103, Land Warfare Studies Centre, Department of Defence, May 1999, https://
researchcentre.army.gov.au/library/land-warfare-studies-centre/conventional-deterrence-australian-strategic-
context; Paul Dibb, Review of Australia’s Defence Capabilities (Dibb Report), AGPS, March 1986, p 35-36.

23 Then Lieutenant Colonel (later Major General) MG Smith concluded that it was not currently possible for the 
ADF to ‘translate this national objective into a military strategy that has meaning or is usable’. Michael Evans 
noted ‘for Australia, the adoption of an explicit conventional deterrent posture would be a tenuous foundation 
upon which to build a twenty-first century military strategy’. MG Smith, ‘Conventional Deterrence and 
Australian Military Strategy’, Defence Force Journal July/Aug 1988, p 5-16; and Michael Evans, ‘Conventional 
Deterrence in the Australian Strategic Context, May 1999, Land Warfare Studies Centre Working Paper 
No. 103. Additionally, Paul Dibb noted conventional deterrence was ‘not a basis for detailed force structure 
decisions although it can be a useful element of our general defence strategy’, Paul Dibb, Review of 
Australia’s Defence Capabilities (Dibb Report), AGPS, March 1986, p 35-36.

24 ADDP 3.0 Campaigns and Operations.

25 JJ Mearsheimer, Conventional Deterrence, Cornell University Press, London, p15.

https://researchcentre.army.gov.au/library/land-warfare-studies-centre/conventional-deterrence-australian-strategic-context
https://researchcentre.army.gov.au/library/land-warfare-studies-centre/conventional-deterrence-australian-strategic-context
https://researchcentre.army.gov.au/library/land-warfare-studies-centre/conventional-deterrence-australian-strategic-context
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the concept, noting that concepts for strategy and deterrence are necessarily 
intertwined and mutually supporting, as well as being inherently uncertain and 
unreliable in execution (posing the questions what actually deters? And how 
much deterrence is enough?).26 This is a reflection of the fact that deterrence 
(and strategy for that matter) is an interplay of two independent, changeable and 
competitive entities. Problematically, deterrence also lacks evidence: successful 
deterrence results in an absence of events and the link between cause and effect 
is therefore fraught (conversely, failure is easily attributable).27 Gray’s cautionary 
approach can be summarised thus: ‘Specifically, the would-be deterrer has to 
calculate, which is to say guess, how much, of what kind, of military power as 
threat or in use is likely to have the desired effect on culturally alien minds.’28 
The challenge is thus significant, but not insurmountable. With deterrence now 
defined, and its inherent theoretical limitations noted, we now consider how it 
applies to Australian military decision-makers seeking to execute the Update’s 
direction.

Using the aforementioned academic definitions, and American and British 
doctrinal concepts as a conceptual basis, deterrence therefore seeks to stop 
or prevent an action detrimental to Australian interests (in contrast to compelling 
an action to occur). In general, it can be achieved through denial (making the 
action unfeasible or unlikely to succeed), or through punishment (penalising the 
adversary after the action).29 Deterrence is also divisible into general (a long-term, 
persistent effect) and specific deterrence (aimed to deter a specific action or 
event, often during a crisis).30 At its heart, deterrence threatens either the potential 
success of the aggressor’s intended action, or their other interests. This threat 
seeks to persuade the adversary to pursue a course of action more favourable to 
the deterring nation. It is an effect that is generated by operating, not a discrete 
operation.31 Historical studies indicate that successful deterrence depends upon 
the aggressor’s motivation; their understanding of what the defender is deterring 
and their intended actions if aggression occurs; and that the defending state has 

26 Freedman, Deterrence, pp 26-42. 

27 An excellent summary of US thinking on deterrence is contained in Michael J Mazarr, ‘Understanding 
Deterrence’, Perspectives (PE-295-RC), RAND Corporation, 2018, p 1, accessed 04 Jan 2021. https://doi.
org/10.7249/PE295. 

28 Colin S Gray, Deterrence and the nature of strategy, Small Wars & Insurgencies, 2000, 11(2):17–26, p 24, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09592310008423274 

29 Mearsheimer defines this as the imposition of costs on the adversary: ‘Cost on the conventional battlefield is 
a function of military casualties, equipment lost or damaged, civilian casualties that result from the fighting, 
and the expense of mobilizing, deploying and maintaining the forces’. Mearsheimer, Deterrence, p 23.

30 US sources refer to specific deterrence as ‘immediate’.

31 United States Air Force Doctrine Update 02-15, Deterrence: an effect or an operation? https://www.doctrine.
af.mil/Portals/61/documents/doctrine_updates/du_15_02.pdf, accessed 10 Jan 2021.
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both the capability and the will to act.32 However, as Freedman and Gray noted 
above, because successful deterrence results in something not happening 
(the absence of an event), it is inherently difficult to prove success.33 It can be 
seen that deterrence is a complex interplay of competing factors, which can 
fortunately be reduced to four key requirements for success.

When considering what this means for Australian defence capabilities we can 
look to British and United States doctrine that defines the four fundamental 
requirements to achieve a successful deterrence effect. First, Australia must 
possess a capability that is demonstrably able to threaten the adversary 
through denial or punishment. Second, we must establish credibility that 
we can and will use that capability: this is dependent upon both military and 
political will. Third, communication between ourselves and the adversary must 
be adequate to effectively transmit our preferred outcome and the threat of not 
complying. Finally, the preceding three requirements must result in the accurate 
comprehension of the situation by our adversary.34 Despite this common 
framework there are necessary differences in application. Britain, as a lesser 
power, focuses heavily on ensuring it has a range of military capability options 
available to provide multiple deterrence effects without over investing in any one 
area.35 Such thinking permits the development of specific military capabilities, 
with emphasis on achieving a minimum credible deterrent in multiple capabilities 
to theoretically prevent any one force element unduly dominating resource 
allocation.36 Conversely, for 30 years the United States has possessed sufficient 
mass of conventional forces to achieve victory by defeating the enemy in battle, 
an approach now challenged in some areas by China.37

32 Mazarr, Understanding Deterrence, see also G Snyder, Deterrence by Denial and Punishment, Princeton: 
Center of International Studies,1958.

33 Gray, 2000 and Freedman, 2004.

34 Recently, a fifth element has been added: that of competition, designed to move British understanding of 
deterrence beyond nuclear weapons and towards an understanding of actions below a ‘threshold that would 
prompt a war-fighting response’. This latter element actually moves Britain closer to Australia’s present 
concepts of a contest spectrum. The two nations have largely similar concepts, notwithstanding some minor 
differences in terminology. British doctrine includes MOD, Introducing the Integrated Operating Concept. 
Relevant United States doctrine includes Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Operations JDP 3-0 (online interactive 
presentation course), 17 January 2017, accessed 06 January 2021, https://www.jcs.mil/Doctrine/DOCNET/
JP-3-0-Joint-Operations/.

35 One senior British officer memorably referred to these as extending ‘from the Hereford gun club to instant 
sunshine’, i.e., from the employment of 22 Special Air Service in unconventional roles through to submarine 
launched nuclear missiles. Presentation attended by the author in 2017, Chatham House rules preclude 
identification of the speaker.

36 It is debatable whether this occurs in practice. For example, the Queen Elizabeth carriers are nominally 
capable of supporting amphibious operations, justifying the retirement of purpose-built amphibious 
warfare ships, but are unlikely to permit a Falklands-style air defence and amphibious operation to occur 
simultaneously.

37 Marcus Hellyer, ‘The US Navy need to admit it can’t outbuild China’, The Strategist, 28 January 2021, 
accessed 28 Jan 2021, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/us-navy-needs-to-admit-it-cant-outbuild-china/.
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Conceptualising our task to deter adversaries using the ‘four Cs’ framework 
leads to a number to deductions for defence planners. First and foremost, we 
must be clear who we are trying to deter. Without a clear target deterrence 
is aimless, expensive and potentially ineffective. Noting Mearsheimer’s focus 
on battlefield objectives, this target may be at the operational rather than the 
strategic level. Next planners must identify how deterrence might be achieved: 
that is, how best to threaten the adversary. This requires a detailed understanding 
of our competitors, what they value and fear, and when and where threats are 
best applied and communicated to them. Identifying criteria for success at this 
stage is essential as without them it is likely we might generate activity without 
outcomes, with unintended second and third order effects. The third step is 
to identify where deterrence should occur, with location relevant across all 
domains.38 Finally, what tools are required to successfully deter will be identified, 
with an appropriate balance between offensive and defensive capabilities.39

The outcomes of this process will probably challenge existing thinking and 
capability investment priorities. Rather than achieving a traditional ‘balanced’ 
force, it may be more effective to identify our key competitive advantages and 
reinforce them. For instance, long-range fires, sea mining and space-based 
reconnaissance assets may prove more important to offensive deterrence, while 
littoral manoeuvre, coastal defence missiles and armoured vehicle capabilities 
might be valuable in a defensive scenario.40 Improved understanding of our 
competitors and adversaries is also vital: improved intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance capabilities are required to understand their intent, disposition 
and reactions as well as if our threats have had their intended effect.41 However, 
we must remember ‘what’ we use to deter remains just one element of many, 
with the method of employment subject to a wide range of factors. Much of the 
responsibility for deterrence will remain in the hands of political leaders and other 
government agencies: Defence may operate the capability, but the credibility of 

38 Sea, land, air, space and cyberspace, plus any other (such as human) that may subsequently enter our 
terminology. See Jon R Lindsay and Erik Gartzke (eds), Cross-Domain Deterrence, Oxford University Press, 
Oxford, 2019.

39 Hugh White provides a comprehensive analysis of Australia’s defence options in his most recent book, 
including advocating strongly for focusing primarily on sea denial (arguably achieving conventional deterrence). 
Hugh White, How to Defend Australia, La Trobe University Press, Melbourne, 2019. Rod Lyon, ‘Coercion, 
deterrence and Australia’s long-range strike options’, The Strategist,19 March 2020, accessed 26 Jan 2021, 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/coercion-deterrence-and-australias-long-range-strike-options/.

40 That we appear not to have conducted this analysis has already been noted. Michael Shoebridge, ‘Defence 
strategic update promises real change but more is needed’, The Strategist, 1 July 2020, accessed 26 Jan 
2021. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence-strategic-update-promises-real-change-but-more-is-needed/ 

41 Much of the debate about whether conventional deterrence is more easily achieved with modern military 
technologies focuses on the improvements in precision targeting and improved understanding of adversary 
dispositions and vulnerabilities via Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance. 
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decision-makers to employ it and the clear communication of intent is largely 
outside our realm.

Conclusion
This brief review of deterrence has several implications for Australian defence 
strategists and planners. Firstly, we should support debate on what deterrence 
actually means in the Australian context, and expand its discussion beyond a 
brief mention in a single doctrine publication. Central to this discussion will be 
identifying just what Australia seeks to gain from deterrence, where the best 
opportunities lie, and how our limited defence resources can be applied to 
exploit them. And secondly, we must improve our knowledge of who we are 
seeking to shape and deter, and of their perceptions, beliefs and vulnerabilities. 
At its core, deterrence is predicated on understanding. We must understand 
what our competitor wants. Our competitors must understand what we seek to 
deter and how we might threaten them, and know we have the capability and will 
to respond with that threat. Such understanding will only be achieved through 
dedicated and deliberate effort by Defence in cooperation with a range of other 
government agencies and partners.

This paper has sought to examine the implications of Australia’s move to a 
defence strategy based on the effects of shape, deter and respond. This change 
in language goes far beyond a catchy slogan to challenge the fundamental 
concepts upon which our previous approach to national security have been 
based. Despite this challenge there has been only limited discussion of its 
implications to both our conceptual approach to operating and the military 
hardware we will employ. It is vital we address this shortcoming to ensure that 
Australia remains secure.
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