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Influence by Design
A Network Strategy for  
Integrated Deterrence
By Robert S. Hinck

T he 2022 U.S. National Defense 
Strategy (NDS) and National 
Security Strategy place integrated 

deterrence as the centerpiece of U.S. 
strategy. Integrated deterrence—which 

“entails working seamlessly across 
warfighting domains, theaters, the 
spectrum of conflict, all instruments of 
U.S. national power, and [America’s] 
network of Alliances and partner-
ships”—is to be tailored to specific cir-
cumstances and applies a coordinated, 
multifaceted approach to reducing com-
petitors’ perceptions of the net benefits 

of aggression relative to restraint.1 
As this lengthy description suggests, 
integrated deterrence draws on multiple 
approaches to deterrence to create a 
holistic strategy in pursuit of Ameri-
can national interests.2 It represents 
a far broader view than previous U.S. 
approaches to deterrence—one that can 
succeed if made actionable.

Robert S. Hinck is an Associate Professor in 
the Leadership and Innovation Institute, Air 
War College, at Air University.
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Task Force Europe exercise, August 19, 2025 (NATO)



JFQ 119, 4th Quarter 2025	 Hinck  5

While the strategic vision laid out 
in the NDS is praiseworthy in its scope 
and direction, criticisms remain.3 First, 
operational concerns include the ap-
parent tasking of the Department of 
Defense (DOD)—now the Department 
of War (DOW)—with the execution of 
integrated deterrence. This tasking is 
problematic given the stated intent to 
align all instruments of national power, 
not just the military. It also leads to doubt 
as to whether the interagency community 
is capable of coordinating a unity of ef-
fort.4 Second, critics challenge whether 
tailored deterrence is even possible, given 
both the complexity of dealing with two 
or more potential adversaries and the 
risk that tailoring messages to multiple 
audiences might weaken the clarity of de-
terrence signaling.5 Most condemning are 
assessments that integrated deterrence is 
a poor strategy. In this vein, criticisms in-
clude that deterrence is self-limiting as it 
aims only to prevent unwanted behavior; 
treats only the symptoms of aggression, 
not its causes; and is backed by a dubious 
historical record in which deterrence fails 
as often as it succeeds.6 Finally, whether 
integrated deterrence is even a strategy is 
contested with opponents claiming that, 
as laid out in the NDS, integrated deter-
rence lacks clear ends outside the absence 
of war and little detail into what means 
are to be employed.7

In the case of the NDS and its pur-
suit of integrated deterrence, the devil 
is in the details. Good strategy requires 
a clear theory of success, one that not 
only explains how the desired effects are 
achieved but also inspires others to sup-
port it.8 While many of the critiques of 
integrated deterrence are valid, pursuing 
integrated deterrence is possible with 
further strategic clarification. What fol-
lows is a strategic framework to achieve 
integrated deterrence, drawn from 
Manuel Castells’s theory of communica-
tion power, followed by discussion of its 
application to the U.S. strategy of inte-
grated deterrence.9

Communication Power 
as Strategy Concept
Strategies are theories that explain how 
desired effects are achieved through 

causal linkages of ends, ways, and 
means.10 Like academic theories, strate-
gies (both national and military) set 
forth to identify the primary variables 
that explain how a desired outcome is 
achieved. Unlike academic theories, 
however, war offers little opportunity for 
hypothesis testing.11 Merging academic 
theory with strategy can help mitigate 
this challenge. Incorporating Castells’s 
theory of communication power as a 
framework for integrated deterrence 
offers a tangible, parsimonious strategy 
that encompasses dissuasion, coercion, 
and persuasion and can be applied to 
both the interagency community and 
U.S. allies, partners, and adversaries 
across the spectrum of competition.

From Concept to Theory
As it stands currently, integrated 
deterrence is more a concept than a 
theory. It calls for integrating U.S. 
national power, but there “remains no 
clear idea of how or why more seam-
less integration produces stronger 
deterrence, apart from an assumption 
that better synergies would make the 
United States and its partners more 
effective.”12 It also leaves “significant 
uncertainty around the most critical 
aspect of deterrence . . . the effect of 
one’s actions on the perceptions of the 
potential aggressor.”13 Resolving these 
issues is possible, but the breadth of 
action within the idea of integrated 
deterrence requires an equally ranging 
strategic theory of how influence is 
exercised—one that encompasses 
all instruments of national power 
across the spectrum of competition. 
Integrated deterrence should anchor 
itself in a theory of power, not some 
subcategory of influence. Coercion and 
persuasion—hard and soft power—are 
ever at play in defining and upholding 
the global system, which is the stated 
purpose of the NDS move toward inte-
grated deterrence.

Castells’s theory uniquely does this 
by describing how power relationships 
are created and contested in our globally 
interconnected environment through 
the logic of networks. As historian Neil 
Ferguson documents in The Square and 

the Tower, political actors have success-
fully exerted power through horizontal 
networks to challenge established hierar-
chies throughout history.14 For Castells, 
advances in digital communication 
technologies have ended the histori-
cal superiority of vertical/hierarchical 
organizations over horizontal networks. 
In this sense, Castells’s account follows 
other prominent sociologists describing 
the advent of the network society—a so-
ciety whereby social and media networks 
become the prime mode of organization 
to shape the most important structures 
of social life at the individual, organiza-
tional, and societal level.15 His approach 
distinguishes itself, however, with its 
focus on how power operates within these 
networks and by whom at a global level.

The importance of networks has not 
been lost on DOD/DOW. Vice Admiral 
Arthur K. Cebrowski and John Garstka, 
among others, developed concepts of 
network-centric warfare in the 1990s 
and 2000s along similar assumptions 
as Castells.16 These concepts hold true 
today, as changes in the character of 
warfare center around networked opera-
tions that demand more comprehensive 
integration for credible combat effec-
tiveness.17 Yet efforts to increase combat 
capabilities alone neglect the purpose of 
integrated deterrence—improving syner-
gies across all instruments of national 
power with allies and partners. In this 
regard, the DOW pursuit of networked 
operations falls more on the military/
technical effects of networks, rather than 
sociological, leaving a gap in approaching 
integrated deterrence. As Castells states, 
“coercion, and the capacity to exercise it 
. . . is an essential source of power. But 
coercion alone cannot stabilize domina-
tion. The ability to build consent, or at 
least to instill fear and resignation vis-à-vis 
the existing order, is essential to enforce 
the rules that govern the institutions and 
organizations of society.”18

From Theory to Strategy
According to Frank Hoffman, the 
essence of strategy formation is the 
creation of a strategic concept and logic 
that represents an untested hypothesis 
that promises to attain policy ends 
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within their allotted means and situ-
ational constraints. This is especially 
important for national strategies like 
integrated deterrence in that “their 
purpose is rarely to defeat an adversary 
but instead . . . develop institutional 
muscle and apply statecraft to desire[d] 
strategic ends.”19 The establishment of 
an if/then hypothesis is therefore central 
to the development of strategy. Castells’s 
theory offers two such hypotheses—one 
regarding the fundamental importance 
of power in society and the other 
regarding how power operates in our 
current era of global interconnectivity.

Castells’s first hypothesis is that the 
most fundamental form of power lies in 

the ability to shape the human mind. He 
defines power as “the relational capac-
ity that enables certain social actors to 
asymmetrically influence the decisions 
of other actors in ways that favor the 
empowered actors’ will, interests, and 
values.”20 Power is exercised in two ways: 
through the means of coercion—includ-
ing both the threat of violence and its 
actual application—and through the 
control over the construction of mean-
ing through which social actors come 
to perceive possible action (discursive 
power). Power then is both a social 
construct and a material condition. The 
ability to not only create and enforce 
laws or international norms but also 

generate perceptions of legitimacy by 
which individuals accept them exempli-
fies how power operates, whether at the 
local, national, or international level. 
Notably, power is never absolute. Power 
remains dependent on a “certain degree 
of compliance and acceptance by those 
subjected to it.”21 Hence, resistance to 
power is always present, and when resis-
tance becomes significantly stronger than 
compliance, power relationships change.

Castells’s second hypothesis is that in 
today’s globally interconnected world, 
the deployment of power no longer falls 
solely to the purview of nation-states 
but disperses itself into the hands of net-
works. Historically, nation-states wielded 

Guided missile destroyer USS Paul Ignatius arrives in Narvik, Norway, following its participation in Steadfast Defender, largest NATO exercise 
since World War II, March 15, 2024 (U.S. Navy)
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power by asserting their sovereignty 
within a territorial boundary through the 
monopoly of violence and institutional 
control over societal discourse. Today, 
however, territorial boundaries no longer 
hold the same priority, as global networks 
of all sizes increasingly extend across 
national borders. International supply 
chains, transnational corporations, and 
supranational governing bodies, among 
others, illustrate the distributed nature 
of power spanning across areas of eco-
nomics, technology, legal regulations, 
social values, security, and politics.22 
Consequently, global networks now hold 
the capability to reconfigure the societal 
rules that were once the prerogative of 
national governments, allowing for new 
avenues of competition. Nation-states, 

nonetheless, remain influential. Rather 
than withering away, states adapt and 
transform, turning into nodes—albeit 
powerful ones—within larger overlapping 
networks of political, institutional, and 
military relations. States then continue 
to maximize their national interests in 
this system but do so by either becoming 
imperial powers—stretching their ter-
ritorial boundaries to exert control—or 
networked powers—extending their influ-
ence transnationally through increasingly 
intensified relations across various planes 
of activities (for example, mediated, soci-
etal, financial, and militarized).23

Castells concludes that if power 
resides in networks, then networks 
become the site for global competition 
with power and counterpower reliant on 
network creation and disruption via net-
work strategies of offense and defense. 
Networks are “complex structures of 
communication constructed around a set 
of goals that simultaneously ensure unity 
of purpose and flexibility of execution 
by their adaptability to the operating 
environment.”24 They are composed 
of nodes that interact based on a set of 
communication protocols, including 
both technical and cultural codes of 
interaction. Inclusion within a network 
requires participants to conform to the 
network’s communication protocols, 
which, over time, enculturates them 
into the network’s values and purpose. 
Finally, networks are defined by their 
programs, which set forth the network’s 
goal and rules, including the perfor-
mance criteria by which success and value 
is determined.25

In the global system, multiple over-
lapping networks exist to coordinate 
and regulate human interaction. These 
networks may compete or cooperate with 
others to form larger integrated macro 
systems. Network cooperation depends 
on the interoperability of networks’ 
programs. This includes shared goals and 
communication protocols that enable 
coordination as well as access to con-
necting points linking strategic networks 
together (switches). Competition, on the 
other hand, occurs between networks 
and adjudicates itself based on the ability 
of networks to outperform others, either 

through superior efficiency in perfor-
mance or through greater cooperative 
capacity (that is, more participation). 
Network competition takes two forms: 
constructive or destructive. Constructive 
competition involves internal improve-
ment within a network that results in 
its superior performance (efficiency or 
cooperative capacity) vis-à-vis its competi-
tors. In contrast, destructive competition 
is externally targeting and takes the form 
of either disrupting competitor networks’ 
access points and/or interfering with oth-
ers’ communication protocols to reduce 
competitor networks’ performance.26

Castells argues that taken together, 
networks dictate the flow of social 
interaction and define the ends that 
individuals work toward, influencing 
their values, beliefs, and motivations for 
behavior. Those in the position to pro-
gram networks shape the values by which 
people interact, which come to form 
deeply held assumptions regarding what 
is deemed to hold value in society (pros-
perity, security, freedom, privacy). In this 
sense, discursive power is achieved by set-
ting the protocols or rules of interaction 
within a network, while coercive power is 
achieved through the ability to exclude 
others in networks and/or apply force to 
degrade or destroy competing networks. 
Consequently, when viewed through the 
lens of the global system, the hierarchy of 
networks provides those at the top with 
the ability to determine “the rule in the 
entire grid of networks organizing/domi-
nating the planet.”27 Yet in the context 
of integrated deterrence, nation-states 
remain best positioned as the primary 
agents with sufficient resources to ex-
ercise deterrence activities shaping the 
behaviors of state and nonstate actors.

Operationalizing 
Network Power
Currently, the United States sits atop 
the hierarchy of global networks. Since 
the Reagan administration, the proto-
cols of free trade and intellectual prop-
erty rights, combined with the strength 
of the U.S. economy, have defined the 
overarching network of global interac-
tion.28 Backed by the strength of the 
U.S. military, the United States has so 
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far been able to protect this network. 
While terrorist organizations have, 
at times, attacked specific nodes and 
switches within them, it is with the rise 
of China that the potential for resistance 
has substantially grown. Nevertheless, 
such resistance can be managed through 
cooperative and competitive means via 
the operationalization of six compo-
nents of network power.

The first component of network 
power is the attractiveness of the net-
work. Participants join networks to gain 
access to the aggregate benefits they pro-
vide (both quantitative and qualitative). 
In this sense, the larger the network, the 
more attractive it becomes as members 
have access to greater resources.29 The 
World Trade Organization is one ex-
ample, with political actors motivated to 
join the organization to gain access to the 
global economy. To secure participation, 
networks must be perceived as valuable 
or achieve relative attractiveness vis-à-vis 
competing networks. Failure to do so 
results in dwindling access to aggregate 
resources as potential participants choose 
alternative networks seen as more benefi-
cial to their interests.

The second component is the abil-
ity to exclude others from a network. 
Networks exercise gatekeeping strate-
gies to bar access to those who do not 
add value or jeopardize the interests of 
the network. In this case, adding more 
participants does not always increase the 
network’s power or influence.30 North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
enlargement exemplifies this, as the addi-
tion of nations closer to Russia’s border 
may threaten the Alliance’s network 
goal of member security or entangle its 
members in regional conflicts ill-serving 
their national interest. Other more com-
mon usage of exclusion includes reducing 
adversarial nations’ access to strategic 
resources, technology, or expertise, like 
sanctions on Iran or North Korea and 
Chinese trade restrictions on high-end 
computer chips.

The third component is standard-
setting. Networks require protocols 
(rules) for coordinating behavior. Once 
set, these rules become compelling for 
all nodes in the network and favor the 

interests of the actors who established 
them. Over time, these standards come 
to influence the participants’ values and 
expectations regarding appropriate, 
routine behavior.31 The European Union 
illustrates the power of standard-setting 
by requiring member states to adopt 
domestic reforms, including the existence 
of democratic institutions, the rule of law, 
and human rights. The intent of these 
standards is to socialize other political 
communities such that European values 
become embedded into their sociopoliti-
cal culture.

The fourth component is positional 
influence within a network. Not all nodes 
within a network are created equal. 
The hierarchical relationships within a 
network—whether based on prestige, 
density of contact with others, or re-
sources—grant greater agenda-setting 
capabilities to some than to others. 
Such agenda-setting functions within a 
network’s protocols but plays important 
roles in mobilizing resources and defining 
specific problem sets.32 U.S. leadership 
in NATO and voting shares in the World 
Bank are examples of U.S. prominence in 
security and finance networks. China too 
recognizes the importance of positional 
influence, seeking not only greater voice 
in global institutions but also preferring 
bilateral engagements with other nations 
to bolster its relative bargaining power 
outside of organizations in which it has 
less influence.

The fifth component is the capabil-
ity to constitute networks. Constituting 
networks requires an actor to have access 
to other influential power brokers and 
the persuasive ability to link these actors 
together toward some goal. Linking 
together different actors (or networks) 
reflects switching power—turning on 
access points that allow cooperative po-
tential—while the capability to define the 
goal of a network reflects one’s program-
ming power.33 U.S. efforts to engage 
countries in the Asia-Pacific region and 
develop partnerships to reduce Chinese 
influence are examples of this. The for-
mation of AUKUS (a trilateral security 
partnership among Australia, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States) dem-
onstrates the ease by which a network 

can be created when actors share 
similar values and threat perceptions. 
In contrast, U.S. engagement with the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) proves more difficult, partly 
due to differences in U.S. and ASEAN 
cultural protocols and network goals but 
also because of China’s prominence as a 
counternetwork in the region.

The final component is the ability to 
destroy and disrupt networks. Networks 
can be disconnected through physical 
attacks on key switches, like cutting com-
munication cables or destroying logistical 
hubs. They can also be targeted through 
nonphysical attacks; a network’s com-
munication protocols can be sufficiently 
disrupted such that its interoperability 
is denied or degraded. Gray zone op-
erations and disinformation activities 
exemplify both, especially in the case of 
preventing coalitional efforts by the inter-
national community or allied nations to 
stop aggression from occurring.34

From Networks to Integrated 
Deterrence: Connecting 
Ends, Ways, and Means
The “big idea” or “guiding policy” 
presented in the adaptation of Castells’s 
theory is the pursuit of U.S. influence 
through networks. In this regard, the 
means are networks, as this is where 
resources are aggregated and values 
and rules are formed. The ends are U.S. 
eminence in global networks, including 
the capability of creating and (re)pro-
gramming them. The ways include:

	• applying network competition 
and cooperation by making U.S. 
networks attractive and adversarial 
networks unattractive

	• practicing inclusion and exclusion to 
maintain U.S. networks’ performance 
capabilities while inhibiting deleteri-
ous capabilities from adversaries

	• setting standards conducive to U.S. 
values in conjunction with augment-
ing interoperability of networks with 
allies and partners to facilitate coor-
dinated efforts

	• pursuing U.S. centrality within 
strategically important networks in 
support of American leadership
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	• continually creating and adapting 
networks to meet evolving threats 
and challenges through the linkage 
of relevant actors

	• disrupting or destroying adversarial 
networks through the targeting of 
key nodes/switches and protocols  
of interaction.

As a strategy, Castells’s theory aligns 
with and adds further specification to the 
ends, ways, and means by which inte-
grated deterrence in the NDS could be 
enacted. First, it supports the overarching 
NDS objective to maintain a stable and 
open international system that expands 
economic prosperity and opportunity 
while helping realize and defend the 
values at the heart of the American way 
of life.35 In this sense, the international 
system is best understood as a macro-
network within which U.S. values are 
embedded, integrating others and shap-
ing their beliefs and behaviors along the 
lines of economics, politics, information, 
and security. U.S. strategy should ensure 
that American values continue to define 

the rules of this network, protect the net-
work’s physical and legal infrastructure, 
and maintain the network’s normative 
attractiveness such that other societies 
desire to be included within it.36

Second, approaching integrated 
deterrence through the framework of 
network competition describes how all 
instruments of power and coordina-
tion with the interagency community 
and U.S. partners and allies is to occur. 
Because global networks stretch across 
diplomatic, informational, military, 
and economic domains, each U.S. 
Government department would pursue 
analysis of networks within its respective 
area of responsibility and mission set, 
share such information among them to 
create a more comprehensive picture 
of global networks, and combine the 
information for the purpose of collective 
action toward unified goals seeking to: 

	• fend off strategically relevant adver-
sarial network structures

	• defend existing network structures 
serving U.S. strategic interests

	• reprogram, or disconnect, foreign 
networks to align with U.S. goals

	• create new networks bolstering 
capacity for coordinated action 
toward U.S. interests.

In this regard, approaching integrated 
deterrence through Castells’s theory of 
communication power can be under-
stood as its own network-making project 
intended to join the interagency commu-
nity together through common protocols 
of communication toward a common 
goal. This same process would apply 
to allies and partners with the intent to 
create interoperable network structures 
aligning economic, diplomatic, informa-
tional, and military capabilities at various 
levels of social interaction.

Third, the NDS objective of reduc-
ing competitors’ perceptions of the net 
benefits of aggression relative to restraint 
comes from elements of network com-
petition and cooperation. Integrated 
deterrence requires the ability to reassure 
potential aggressors of the benefits of 
the status quo.37 Strategically increasing 

Air Force F-22 Raptors fly alongside B-52H Stratofortress above Arabian Gulf, March 29, 2022 (U.S. Air Force/Jerreht Harris)
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integration between U.S. and adversarial 
nations widens the space for reassur-
ances to be made while simultaneously 
raising the costs of exclusion from these 
networks. As networks differ in strategic 
importance, integration of adversarial 
nations into U.S. and ally networks 
would be tailored to specific conditions. 
Identification of adversaries’ networked 
vulnerabilities and strengths would enable 
a clearer understanding of the potential 
costs of exclusion from these networks, 
with the construction of networks in-
tegrating adversaries into their areas of 
vulnerability providing greater asymmet-
ric advantage for the United States and its 
partners and thereby supporting efforts 
of general deterrence.

Additional efforts to create networks 
that integrate allies and partners along 
shared goals and norms (rules) would 
constrain U.S. adversaries to act accord-
ing to shared regional norms and even 
induce U.S. adversaries to join or risk 

losing access to the network’s benefits. 
Even if such constraints fail, violation of 
these norms would signal hostility and 
set the information space in ways more 
conducive for U.S. influence, further 
facilitating ties between the United States 
and its regional partners.

Influencing adversaries’ perceptions 
of their security environment would 
further entail outcompeting their areas of 
network strength. Ensuring the superior 
efficiency of U.S. networks would, over 
time, shape adversaries’ perceptions 
that their own network programs (goals 
and values) are less effective in achiev-
ing prosperity and security while also 
demonstrating to neutral nations the 
relative benefits of participating in U.S. 
networks over others (that is, Chinese or 
Russian networks). Historical examples 
of this include the U.S. victory over the 
Soviet Union and the subsequent appeal 
of the Washington Consensus during the 
1990s as well as the cautionary tale of the 

emergence of the Beijing Consensus fol-
lowing the 2008 global financial crisis.38

Fourth, usage of networks provides 
a clearer means of competing across the 
spectrum of conflict. Peacetime initiatives 
include network cooperation and con-
structive forms of network competition, 
like those described above. Additional 
peacetime initiatives would include ef-
forts to invest and create alternative 
networks capable of replacing those of 
strength for U.S. adversaries, like the cre-
ation of natural gas networks between the 
United States and Europe that reduced 
Moscow’s network power vis-à-vis its 
energy pipelines to Europe.39

Within the diplomatic and information 
space, narrative competition highlight-
ing the desirability of U.S.-supportive 
networks and the undesirability of ad-
versarial networks should be pursued. 
U.S. adversaries already do this actively, 
like China’s use of the Israel-Hamas 
conflict to reduce U.S. support in the 

Army Corporal Aaron Hough aims M240B machine gun during exercise African Lion 25, largest U.S.-led military exercise on African continent, at 
Cap Draa, Tan-Tan, Morocco, May 16, 2025 (U.S. Army/Blake A. Essex)
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Middle East and the developing world 
and Russia’s strategic narrative campaign 
diminishing NATO cohesion leading up 
to the 2014 Russia-Ukraine conflict.40 
In both cases, the purported values and 
rules of the international system were 
challenged, which—following Castells’s 
theory—reflect attempts to disrupt the 
communication protocols that facilitate 
cooperative action to occur while under-
mining positional U.S. authority within 
the global system. Hence, protecting one’s 
network and diminishing the attractiveness 
of competing networks requires concerted 
diplomatic and informational efforts to 
engage with foreign publics. Stories de-
scribing the global system and its future 
prospects are not only at the heart of 
competition and perception management 
but also comprise a critical component of 
military strategy.41 As an example, a recent 
study on Chinese public opinion regarding 
Russia’s war in Ukraine found increased 
support for using military force against 
Taiwan, but information about Western 
countermeasures curbed the effect.42 In 
this regard, integrating military policy 
with communication efforts can reduce 
acceptance of and motivation for war, spe-
cifically in the Taiwan Strait.

Fifth, during periods of increasing 
hostilities, including those leading up to 
armed conflict, approaching integrated 
deterrence through network competition 
offers a wider range of options for link-
ing behaviors and responses. Reactions 
to aggressive activities can be met either 
through expelling aggressors from net-
works of various importance—depending 
on the level of aggression and the domain 
in which the act occurred—or through 
disruption of the offender’s networks. 
In the latter case, the United States and 
its allies could target low-level switches 
within an aggressor’s network or create 
minor disruptions in the communica-
tion protocols that enable the aggressive 
action to occur. Such activities would 
demonstrate both resolve and some level 
of capability while ensuring that hostili-
ties are kept to a minimum. This would 
further help address challenges posed by 
aggressors conducting “salami slicing” 
activities—actions intentionally designed 
as low-level acts of aggression to which 

deterring parties are unable to respond 
in every instance. Because networks cut 
across areas of diplomacy, security, eco-
nomics, and information and operate at 
various levels of coordination, the number 
of potential targets for signaling increases, 
which allows for more tailored, measured 
responses across the escalation ladder.

The same logic can be applied 
when aggression edges toward conflict. 
Mobilization of forces and deployment 
of capabilities require coordination. 
Temporary nonkinetic attacks target-
ing the switch points from which this 
coordination occurs would demonstrate 
capabilities and resolve while reducing 
aggressor’s confidence in their capabili-
ties, even raising doubts among their 
ranks or public if such coordination is 
shown to be chaotic. All of this would 
transpire without the escalatory nature 
of physical attacks or movement of one’s 
own forces, which could be used to 
inflame tensions. Furthermore, this ap-
proach to conflict management would 
align with Chinese understanding of 
deterrence, both its belief in deterrence 
as comprising offensive and defensive 
operations and China’s approach to 
modern warfare.43 In the case of the 
latter, People’s Liberation Army writ-
ings describe warfare as a confrontation 
between operational systems with vic-
tory achieved through the targeting of 
critical linkages and nodes that hold an 
adversary’s operational system together.44 
Taking actions that signal and inhibit 
China’s operational system while also 
building resiliency in U.S., ally, and part-
ner nations’ systems would support NDS 
goals of tailored, resilient deterrence.

Finally, the NDS description of inte-
grated deterrence calls for the backing 
of credible combat forces. Through the 
lens of Castells’s theory, the credibility of 
one’s force falls not only to the lethality 
of its weaponry but also to the efficiency 
of its operational system in coordinating 
joint action in contested environments. 
Credible combat capabilities are therefore 
defined through one’s ability to target 
adversaries’ strategic switches—from 
which capabilities are integrated and pro-
jected—and disrupt their protocols for 
coordinating joint efforts. This includes 

the ability to defend one’s own switches 
and protocols as well as the capability 
of activating additional resources where 
needed. Conflict then becomes a test of 
competing network performance. In this 
light, establishing resilient, interoper-
able networks within and across theaters 
is crucial to one’s deterrent strength, 
including the opportunities to link in 
regional allies and partners.

Conclusion and 
Recommendations
Approaching integrated deterrence 
through the Castells’s theory of com-
munication power addresses the chal-
lenges of interagency collaboration, 
concerns over signaling within tailored 
deterrence, limits of dissuasion through 
incorporation of both persuasion and 
coercion, and the direction in which 
interoperability among U.S., ally, and 
partner nations should occur. It further 
supports the NDS goal of deterrence 
by resilience and engagement with 
allies and partners across the spectrum 
of competition, in addition to tailored 
efforts of practicing deterrence aligned 
with Chinese perceptions of strategy. 
While lofty in its goals, integrated deter-
rence can succeed as a strategy if the 
joint force and interagency community 
are able to align themselves in common 
purpose and organizational will. 
Although the concept is associated with 
one set of national security strategies, 
its points of emphasis will remain.45 
Future challenges in the security envi-
ronment will continue to evolve, with 
the garnering of global support and 
the development of shared percep-
tions and goals increasingly important. 
Approaching these challenges through 
the concept of network competition 
can accomplish both, contributing to 
and resulting in not only the main-
tenance but also the growth of the 
enduring advantages the United States 
holds vis-à-vis its competitors.

Adopting a network approach to 
integrated deterrence will take time and 
concerted effort. Turning Castells’s theory 
into a strategic concept is the first step. 
The next is building support, training, 
and understanding of it across the joint, 



12  Forum / Influence by Design	 JFQ 119, 4th Quarter 2025

interagency, intergovernmental, and mul-
tinational (JIIM) environment. As William 
Davis, Jr., notes, too often do JIIM leaders 
fail because of their reliance on leadership 
techniques developed working in hierar-
chical, mission-oriented organizations. 
Leaders must be adaptable and flexible 
in their interfacing with other entities, as 
there is “no hierarchy within the JIIIM” 
and “no such thing as tasking or ordering 
another entity to do anything.”46

Developing a network mindset is 
therefore necessary, including greater 
cross-organizational training and 
exposure to the interagency, intergov-
ernmental, and multinational partners, 
as JIIM activities must be capable of 
quickly forming and dissolving com-
bined joint task forces across a broad 
range of mission sets.47 Changes in joint 
targeting practices can support such ef-
forts by aligning themselves more along 
lethal and nonlethal activities based 
on desired endstates through various 
lines of efforts. Doing so engenders 
greater synchronization in planning 
and execution processes in ways real-
izing comprehensive effects.48 However, 

such efforts will need to consider the 
nested strategic environments that U.S. 
allies and partners face and the result-
ing variation in threat perceptions.49 
Hence, identifying strategically relevant 
stakeholders, aligning mission sets along 
shared lines of effort, and clarifying the 
roles they and U.S. Government assets 
are to play are all required for integrated 
deterrence to succeed. Fortunately, the 
characteristics of network organization—
their speed, flexibility, and potential 
for self-configuration—support such 
processes. As shared protocols and com-
monly identified network goals emerge, 
the capacity for additional cooperative 
networking arises. JFQ
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