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ABSTRACT

In this essay, the author feels that threat assessments are the founda on of a state's na onal security policy. 
To explain how threat assessments become self-fulfilling prophecies, he has organised the essay into five parts. In 
the first part, the author highlights the features of threat assessments and the challenges faced. He also explains 
why inten on assessments of threats are more important than assessments of their capabili es and stresses that 
inten on assessments are primarily based on percep ons. He then describes the origins of mispercep on and how 
it may contribute to decision-makers' cogni ve bias, which influences their subsequent ac ons. He proceeds to 
outline the possible factors on how inten ons can be misperceived as hos le even though the reality may suggest 
otherwise. He then suggests how mispercep ons can lead to self-fulfilling prophecies and broadly describes how 
states may act when they perceive threats. Finally, the author concludes with the measures to ensure that threat 
assessments do not become self-fulfilling prophecies. 
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INTRODUCTION

From Thucydides’ accounts, it was the rise of 
Athens that made Sparta feel vulnerable, which 
eventually led to war between both sides.2 ‘Thucydides 
Trap’ is a term popularised by Graham Alison, who 
expressed that war is inevitable between the rising 
power and the current dominant power.3 Suspicions 
between the rising and dominant power could also 
breed fear and hos lity which when le  unques oned, 
could spiral unwi ngly towards war. Such suspicions 
develop primarily from states’ threat assessments of 
each other. 

Thucydides Trap is a term 
popularised by Graham Alison, 

who expressed that war is 
inevitable between the rising 

power and the current dominant 
power.

Threat assessments form the basis in the 
formula on of a state’s na onal security strategy.4 The 
three keystone documents that ar culate the United 
States' na onal security agenda: the (a) Na onal 
Security Strategy, (b) Na onal Defence Strategy 
(formerly known as the Quadrennial Defence Review) 
and (c) Na onal Military Strategy all introduce the 
strategic opera ng environment and expected threats 
to set the context for strategic priori es.5 As such, 
threat assessments are the founda on of a state's 
na onal security policy. To explain how threat 
assessments can become self-fulfilling prophecies, this 
essay is organised in five parts : 

Part 1 will highlight the features of threat 
assessments and the challenges faced. It will also 
explain why inten on assessments of threats are more 
important than assessments of their capabili es. It will 
also highlight that intent assessments are primarily 
based on percep ons. 

Part 2 describes the origins of mispercep on and 
how it may contribute to decision-makers' cogni ve 
bias, which influences their subsequent ac ons. 

Part 3 outlines the possible factors on how 
inten ons can be misperceived as hos le even though 
the reality may suggest otherwise. 

‘People fear what they don’t understand and hate what 
they can't conquer’.

           – Andrew Smith1 
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Part 4 will suggest how mispercep ons can lead 
to self-fulfilling prophecies. It will broadly highlight how 
states may act when they perceive threats. 

Part 5 concludes with the measures to ensure 
threat assessments do not become self-fulfilling 
prophecies. 

FEATURES OF THREAT ASSESSMENT 
AND CHALLENGES 

In responding to threats, many countries rely on 
intelligence for early warnings to deal with threats on 

me. Intelligence can broadly be categorised at the 
strategic, opera onal and tac cal levels. At the 
opera onal-tac cal level, intelligence provides possible 
enemy courses of ac ons so that the appropriate own 
course of ac ons can be adopted in the ba lefield. The 
strategic level goes beyond the ba lefield and considers 
the diploma c, informa onal, military and economic 
aspects of the poten al threat. Threat assessments that 
provide intelligence at the strategic level are meant to 
forewarn decision-makers, to enable them to formulate 
long term na onal policies and are usually conducted by 
strategic na onal intelligence agencies. In the United 
States (US), the United States Intelligence Community 
(IC) fulfils this role while the Bri sh have the Secret 
Intelligence Service (otherwise also known as M16). This 
essay will regard threat assessments pertaining to the 
strategic na onal level rather than at the opera onal-
tac cal level. 

Threat assessments are premised upon two 
parameters of inten ons and capabili es.6 Without one 
or another, there is no threat. Capability assessments 
provide intelligence on military systems, opera onal 
readiness, combat doctrines and deposi on of forces. 
As such, capability assessments usually fall in the realm 
of science as they are o en objec ve and measurable. 

Inten on assessments are arguably higher order 
when compared to capability assessments as inten ons 
are more difficult to assess than capabili es. 
Nonetheless, inten ons can be argued to be far more 
important. For ra onalists, threat assessments are 
regarded independently from military capabili es. For 
them, signalling and credibility of poli cal leaders’ 
inten ons are more significant factors.7 That is the 
reason why although Britain and France have nuclear 
weapon delivery capabili es, the US do not regard them 

as threats because they lack the inten on to employ 
them against the US . Inten on assessments are more 
subjec ve compared to capability assessments. They 
belong to the realm of art as there are limited heuris cs 
in the reading of Signals from strategic leadership.8 
Besides, the signals and inten ons of poli cal leaders 
are o en unclear. The obscure nature of inten ons are 
perhaps best defined by the philosopher Anscombe 
who stated it as, ‘a descrip on of something future in 
which the speaker is some sort of agent, which 
descrip on he jus fies by reasons for ac ng, reasons 
why it would be useful or a rac ve if the descrip on 
came true, not by evidence that it is true.’9 In this 
regard, Anscombe’s defini on also highlights the crux of 
the problem with inten on assessments. Analysts might 
find it easier to employ prescrip ve methods rather 
than descrip ve ones in their inten on assessments. As 
a result, this compounds the difficul es in accurate 
inten on assessments. 

Moving on to how threat assessments are 
formulated, they are generally derived from informa on 
collected through a process known as the intelligence 
cycle.10 In this cycle, the key stages include direc on, 
collec on, processing, analysis, and dissemina on of 
intelligence products (see Figure 1 below). 

The challenges faced by these na onal 
intelligence agencies in performing threat assessments 
include, (a) the need to see through a possible ‘fog of 

Figure 1: The Intelligence Process.11



 3

Threat Assessments and How They Can Become Self-Fulfilling Prophecies

decep on’ and the ‘denial of informa on’, (b) 
iden fying and overcoming their own cogni ve bias in 
interpre ng and processing informa on and (c) 
organising themselves to allow efficient and effec ve 
conduct of the intelligence cycle.12 These challenges 
present themselves at every stage of the intelligence 
cycle whereby a single or few agreed threat assessment 
is produced through several layers of abstrac on, 
generalisa on and interpreta on of informa on (see 
Figure 2 below).13

In addi on, informa on collected that feeds into 
the intelligence cycle at the star ng stage is also o en 
incomplete, disorganised and highly contextual.15 
Therefore, the interpreta on of informa on to produce 
intelligence becomes highly subjec ve and is dependent 
on how the informa on is perceived and analysed.16 It is 
this subjec ve element in the produc on of threat 
assessments that resulted in the mispercep on of 
threats leading to the strategic surprises in the oil shock 
and the Yom Kippur War of 1973 as well as the Iranian 
Revolu on in 1978.17

THE ORIGINS OF MISPERCEPTION 

The previous sec on outlined the features of 
threat assessments and its challenges. If not robust and 
accurate, threat assessments will lead to 
mispercep ons, which can result in unintended 
consequences. One example is the misreading of the US 
on North Korea during the 1950 Korean War. The US 
saw Premier Kim Il-Sung as a puppet of the Soviet Union 
rather than as a leader of an independent state, with 
na onal pride and determina on to unify the Korean 
peninsula.18 Another example would be Saddam 
Hussein's inten on to deter Iran by signalling to them 

that he possessed Weapons of Mass Destruc on (WMD) 
and Iraq should not be trifled with. However, this signal 
was also perceived by the US literally and it became the 
main impetus for the 2003 Iraq War.19 As such, these 
examples warrant the importance of understanding the 
concept of mispercep on.

Mispercep on is the difference between reality 
and the perceived world.20 It includes the incorrect 
inferences, miscalcula on of consequences and 
misjudgements about how others would react to 
policies.21 Broadly, mispercep on can lead to (a) 
demonising the enemy, (b) ra onalising one's own 
propensity for war and (c) underes ma ng one's own 
capabili es for war.22

Mispercep on can be caused by a large amount 
of informa on that plagues decision makers. This is 
because states do not exist alone in today’s 
contemporary interconnected world. In modern 
interna onal rela ons, rela onships between countries 
are dynamic, mul lateral and interac ve, with many 
countries sending, receiving and perceiving signals 
simultaneously in parallel with their own sense making 
efforts.23 As a result, this leads to large amounts of 
informa on generated. Coupled with advances in 
telecommunica on technology and the rise of social 
media in the internet cyberspace, the increase in 
informa on generated becomes exponen al. This 
problem is further exacerbated when informa on 
generated can be incomplete due to a secrecy in 
decision making at the strategic level and may even be 
irrelevant due to the fluid contemporary geostrategic 
circumstances. 

Inten on assessments are 
arguably higher order when 

compared to capability 
assessments as inten ons are 
more difficult to assess than 

capabili es. 
Consequently, decision-makers are forced to take 

mental shortcuts by adop ng mental models to iden fy, 
assess and manage threats.24 In interna onal rela ons, 

Figure 2: Refinement of Data to Intelligence Products.14
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mental models are assump ons and generalisa ons 
dealing with policy ma ers based on matching exis ng 
schema as well as ac ng based on past experiences.25 
More importantly, the adop on of mental models at the 
ins tu onal level over me might become structural 
and manifest as a country's strategic culture.26 This 
leads to systemic and systema c cogni ve bias in which 
informa on that does not fit the mental model is 
discarded too readily.27 This was evident in the 
fundamental surprise of the US in the audacious a ack 
on Pearl Harbour by Imperial Japan in 1941. The 
Americans just did not expect the deteriora ng 
diploma c situa on to force the Japanese into military 
ac on. It was inconceivable for the US to fathom that 
Japan, a na on of one-tenth the GDP of the US would 
a ack pre-emp vely.28 The Americans, as a result of this 
mental model, failed to understand that Japanese 
na onal security was at stake and that they were 
compelled to act. Conversely, the informa on that 
supports the worldview put forth by the strategic 
culture might also be over emphasised. 

The problem of mispercep on becomes more 
chronic when the cogni ve bias of decision makers 
ignores objec ve evidence, and they conjure threat 
scenarios as possibili es, which further reinforces their 
mental models. When this occurs, threat assessments 
are narrowed towards a single or few possible futures 
instead of providing mul ple, divergent possibili es. 
This is perhaps best exemplified by the formula on of 
the hos le image of Iraq by the US a er the first Gulf 
War. All ac ons and behaviours displayed by Iraq was 
regarded as malicious by the US . Even co-opera ve 
ac ons by Iraq, such as allowing UN inspec ons in 
November 2002 were perceived as decep ve or 
moments of weakness. The failure to uncover Saddam 
Hussein's WMD was even regarded as proof of his 
cunning and commitment to hide WMDs.29 This fixa on 
on a single hypothesis is considered a paradigma c 
failure of US intelligence agencies. Exacerba ng this 
further, there is also the propensity for leaders to 
misrepresent and deceive others to hide their 
weaknesses. A case in point is Nikita Khrushchev’s over 
exaggera on of the size of the Soviet Union's nuclear 
arsenal which resulted in the US’s mispercep on of a 
‘missile gap’ with the Soviet Union.30 

REASONS FOR INTENTIONS TO BE 
MISPERCEIVED AS HOSTILE 

With the explana ons of how mispercep ons can 
arise, this sec on a empts to outline the contribu ng 
factors of how inten ons can be misperceived as 
hos le. Firstly, inten ons can be misperceived as hos le 
if decision-makers and policymakers conform to the 
realist no on, in that the interna onal system is 
anarchic. As such, theories generate themselves that 
rising powers will challenge the status quo and the 
posi on of exis ng dominant powers to seek 
hegemony.31 Graham Allison also supports this view in 
‘Des ned for War’, which highlighted that for the past 
500 years, there were 16 cases of a rising power 
challenging a dominant power, of which, 12 of these 
cases ended up in war.32 As such, it will be natural for 
any ra onal poli cal leader to view rising powers as 
threatening to the current order. Aligned to this 
realpoli k treatment, the ‘Spiral Model’ proposed by 
Robert Jervis can also be applied in scenarios beyond 
the construct of compe on between dominant and 
rising powers.33 In this case, two states over-exaggerate 
each other’s inten ons when in fact, their differences 
can be reconciled. In a spiralling dynamic, when a state 
arms itself, the other state will regard the act as 
undermining its security and proceed to arm to enhance 
its own security. This dyadic interac on spirals both 
sides towards mutual hos lity in a self-perpetua ng 
cycle. An example of such mispercep on resul ng in 
crisis is the Cuban Missile Crisis. The American strategic 
missile build-up in Turkey was ini ally intended to be a 
purely defensive measure. However, in the eyes of 
Soviet Union officials, it undermined their security, and 
this led to Soviet Union missile deployments in Cuba 
which escalated security fears in the US. Through 
avowedly defensives ac ons, both powers over 
exaggerate each other's inten ons, spiralling towards 
increased hos li es.34

Another factor can be that realist decision makers 
may regard war as inevitable not only between states 
contes ng for power status but also along culture and 
religious fault lines. The no on was proposed by Samuel 
Hun ngton in his seminal work, ‘Clash of Civilisa ons’ in 
which his stated that ’principal conflicts of global poli cs 
will occur between na ons and groups of different 
civilisa ons. The clash of civilisa ons will dominate 
global poli cs. The fault lines between civilisa ons will 
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be the ba le lines of the future.35 This messianic version 
of the ‘Clash of Civilisa ons’ can be seen in the fear 
condi oning of Americans a er the 9/11 terrorist 
a acks. The fear of further terrorist a acks on US home 
soil has become ins tu onalised (as evident in the 
crea on of the Department of Homeland Security) and 
is embedded as a poli cal focus in many states around 
the world.36

A self-fulfilling prophecy is a cycle 
of belief-driven behaviour that 
reinforces the original belief.

Besides, threat assessments can be manufactured 
to provide rhetoric for poli cians to go to war. It has 
been argued that dictators do not need public support 
to go to war. Instead, democra cally elected leaders 
need to spread fear to promote war agendas.37 
Mearsheimer provided examples suppor ng this 
argument, such as President Lyndon Johnson using the 
Gulf of Tonkin incident to escalate the Vietnam War, 
President Franklin Roosevelt's lying about the skirmish 
between USS Geer and a German submarine during 
World War Il and the casual linkage of Iraq in the 9/11 
terrorists a acks.38 This can be amplified in the digital 
age, whereby social media has become the key pla orm 
for poli cians to reach out to popula ons. Preying upon 
the anxie es of people, social media has been 
weaponised by populist poli cians seeking to advance 
their agendas.39 If le  unchecked, sowing hate and 
discord can become the defining epochal poli cal aim 
and will contribute to further mispercep on of other 
states’ hos le inten ons, when in fact they are not. 

HOW MISPERCEPTIONS CAN LEAD TO 
SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECIES 

The previous sec ons outlined the origins of 
mispercep ons and how inten ons can be 
misperceived. This sec on will a empt to explain how 
threat assessments can lead to self-fulfilling prophecies. 

A self-fulfilling prophecy is a cycle of belief driven 
behaviour that reinforces the original belief.40 For 
Merton, ‘The self-fulfilling prophecy is, in the beginning, 
a ‘false’ defini on of the situa on evoking a new 
behaviour which makes the originally false concep on 
come ‘true’.41 This specious validity of the self-fulfilling 

prophecy perpetuates a reign of error. For the prophet 
will cite the actual course of events as proof that he was 
right from the very beginning. Such are the perversi es 
of social logic. The essence of Merton's defini on is that 
percep ons and mispercep ons can be self-crea ng and 
proven to be true when behaviour changes as a result in 
conforming to the predic ons in the self fulfilling 
prophecies. This is best described by the Pygmalion 
Effect in psychology (See Figure 3 below).42

For threat assessments to become self-fulfilling 
prophecies, the mispercep on of hos le intent, coupled 
with reinforcing and perpetua ng mental models may 
result in demonising the perceived threat, jus fying 
one's ac on towards the threat and con nued 
mispercep on of the threat responses which reinforces 
the beliefs in the original threat assessment. This spiral 
effect is further exacerbated since ‘people also tend to 
over-perceive hos lity because they pay the closest 
a en on to drama c events.’44

Next, I will explain how mispercep ons of one 
another can lead to war and conflict. When one state 
feels threatened based on the perceived threat of the 
exis ng situa on, it will favour taking the offensive and 
striking pre-emp vely as it offers the greater 
advantages. In this regard, Jervis argues that there is 
higher probability for States to strike pre-emp vely and 
declare war to regain or reduce losses.45 From Prospect 
Theory, it has been proven that most people are more 

Dr
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m
s
m
e

Figure 3: The Pygmalion Effect.43 
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risk adverse on gains but more risk-acceptance for 
losses.46 In this context, states have a tendency to avoid 
war for gains but have greater propensity to go to war 
to recoup or limit losses. The implica ons from Prospect 
Theory means that states preferred the status quo 
unless there is deteriora on of their interna onal 
standing. For example, the expansion of an  
communism into Eastern Europe and Central Asia forced 
the Soviet Union to employ military force in Hungry in 
1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968 and Afghanistan in 1979. 
This was meant preserve Soviet influence rather than 
advance it. As such, mispercep on of hos le intent, 
coupled with the need to preserve the status quo or the 
need to limit or recover losses would become the main 
driving forces for threat assessments to become self 
fulfilling prophecies. 

POSSIBLE MEASURES TO ENSURE THAT 
THREAT ASSESSMENTS DO NOT 
BECOME SELF-FULFILLING 
PROPHECIES 

To mi gate threat assessments that could 
contribute towards self-fulfilling prophecies, states 
should avoid fixed mental models and be aware that 
mispercep ons exist. States should adopt a policy that 
require them to have firmness and willingness to use 
force (deterrence) with assurances, respect, and 
credibility to consider the other side's na onal interests 
(diplomacy). As such, Singapore's approach in adop ng 
the twin pillars of deterrence and diplomacy is the right 
way forward. Poli cal leaders o en overes mate the 
influences they have on others and fail to appreciate 
others' perspec ves, and so greatly underes mate the 
extent to which their ac ons can be seen as threats 
(empathy). As such, threat assessment analysts need to 
empathise that in order to avoid falling into 
overes ma ng one's own importance trap. Empathising 
the other side involves more than just the apprecia on 
of their history and trends in decision-making, it also 
involves apprecia ng how the other side shape global 
opinions so as to develop a self-iden ty for itself in the 
contemporary world. 

Barbara Truchman's ’Guns of August’ explained 
how poli cians’ hands were ed during World War I 

when generals only presented the op on of doing 
nothing or going to war.47 This created a situa on 
whereby all states involved went into a path which they 
never really wanted. President John F Kennedy was 
heavily influenced by Truchman's work during the 
Cuban Missile Crisis, which led him to exhaust 
diplomacy means rather than just blindly going down to 
the path of nuclear war. As such, states should allow 
adopt mul ple, divergent futures in their mental 
models. Threats should not be ed to specific images 
and decision makers should encourage the formula on 
of a range of alternate possibili es. For example, during 
President Ronald Reagan's administra on, strategy 
formula on concerning the Soviet Union had two camps 
with differing views: (1) those who argued that the US 
was superior over the Soviet Union and would push for 
a more aggressive agenda and (2) those who promoted 
cau on given Soviet Union's assessed strengths against 
the US . This approach will d allow for decision makers 
to probe the assump ons of mul ple scenarios and 
judge the probabili es of each occurring. This will lead 
to the development of indicators of how each scenario 
may be arrived and the con ngencies for each scenario. 
This approach provides op ons for decision-makers to 
signal to the other side to escalate or de-escalate the 
crisis rather than just merely narrow down to a single 
path leading to war. 

CONCLUSION	

This essay has highlighted the nature and 
challenges of threat assessments, how mispercep on 
arise, how hos le inten ons are derived from 
mispercep ons and the possible manner which 
mispercep on can could lead to a downward spiral. It 
also proposes broad processes and general policies for 
states to mi gate against threat assessments becoming 
self-fulfilling prophecies. Tuchman in ‘Guns of August’ 
perhaps best summarised one of the main points of this 
essay, ‘arguments can always be found to turn desire 
into policy.’48 As a result, it is cri cal that decision 
makers ques on their assump ons for war, to disagree 
with other statesmen produc vely and find common 
ground. In the age of uncertain es, wars and conflict 
can be likely, but they cannot ever become inevitable. 
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