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G. Crisis as an Analytic Focus

37. International Crisis

as a Situational Variable

Charles F. Hermann is Assistant Professor of Politics at Princeton
University. "The author of a number of important articles on research problems
in the interpational eld, Professor Hermann has also collaborated with his wife
an innovative empicical inquirtes inta the dynamics of foreign policy behavier
(see Selection 51). I particular, his work has focused on behavior in crisis situa-
tions and, as such, has contributed to the emergence of crisis as a major concept
in the feld, Although the reader will doubtless wish to ponder for himself the
question of whether crises should be treated as dependent or independent vari-
ables—as mewely the outcorne of unrderlying processes or as processes that in
themselves signincantly contribute to the outcome of situations—here Professor
Hermann provides a persuasive answer to the question. He examines the possible
tmpact of crises on the behaviour of a single national actor and, in so doing,
demorstrates several ways in which crises can influence decisional processes and
thus operute 23 more than the outcome of underlying processes. (This paper was

writtent espectally for thic vofume,]

I
Interpeeters  of international politics have  dis-
cussed numercus vanables in their efforts to under-
stand the varicty of actions teken in the name of
Nation-states and other international actors. Single
118 of foreign policy as well as putterns of inter-
sction have been explained in terms of goals and
national interests, the availuble national capabilities,
the type of government, the personalities of national
leaders, the influential nongovernmental agents
within « courtry, or the human and nonhurnan
enviranment outside the country. One e¢luster of
variables of potentisl value in explaining the be-
Ravior of international actors characterizes the
situation that provides the ccession for action,
Situational analysis, as it hos been applied mn other

arcas, assumes that the action of an agent (in this
cage an international actor) i3 a2 function of the
immediate situation it canfronta.

With appreciation for the multiplicity of
variables operating in international politics and with
the availability of multivariate techniques of analysis,
studenta of world affairs have increasingly avoided

t For some applications of mitustional snalysis in
other Gelds, see G, W. Allport, “FPrejudice: A Problem in
Prychalogical and Bocal Causanan,” in T, Parsony end
E. A. Shils, eds, Toward a Geteral Theory of Action
(New York: Harper und Row, 1962} Torchboak edirien,
pp. 365-87; L. J. Carr, Situatisnal Asalyss {New York:
Harper and Brothers, 148); R. Bagualow, “Situsriorl
Analyus snd the Problem of Action,” Secial Problemy,
VLI, 3, (10b0—61), zr2-19; D. Carmwright, ed., K. Lestin's

Field Thearw in Social Scismee (New York: Harper and

Brothers, 1g51), sspecially Chap. 1o.
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reliance on simplistic, single-factor explanations
uf their subject. No roversal of this trend 1s intended
in this discussion of sstuntional analysis. Rather this
cssay suggests that for the explicarion of seme foreign
palicy sctians, specific siwaronal variables should
be =xamined together with other factors, Sieuational
variables are ameng 2 number of independent
variables that can be expected to contribute signifi-
cantly in accounting for the vanation in international
dehonsg,

Assuming that a researcher phins to include
reference to the immediate simation, what specfic
varahles ‘can he use 1o chamacterize the event!?
Some time aga Snyder and his sssociates ohserved !
"“We ought to recognize that 2 systematic frame of
reference for the study of international politics will
require several typologies, one of which will be
coneerned with situations."" + Asa step in the develup-
ment of & typelegy of sitvations, individual eateganies
of slwations can be isclired and defined, Crisis
constitutes one possible categary if anly because it
has been analyzed =0 [requently by observers of
international politica.

Secretary of State Rusk pgave evidence of the
frequency of crises when he told a Senate sub-
committee that the world experienced fortv-seven
internatienal political crises between 166+ and mid-
1666, These recurrent situations that often contain
far-reaching implications for the future have not
gone unexamined. Policy-makers, journalists, and
academics all have undertaken descriptions and
analyses of international crise<. But ene remarkable
quality about most studies of crises has heen their
failure to provide curnulative knowledge abown the
cluss of events they inveatigate, Recollections of
crises in the autobiographies of stutesmen or re-
constructions of events by reporters and scholars
provide a mare or less satisfactory interpretation of a
particular crisis, but these 2ralyses prove of limited
value in understanding subsequent erises. As a given
erigiz recedes inte history, critical avention shifrs
to the new, current crizes. Because the accounts of
the former crisis lack relevarce for the most recent

R. C. Savder, H, W. Bruck, snd B. Sanin, rls,
Farsgn Policy Decision-Making (New York: The Fres
Prews, rgfz), p. 81.

¥ Seastement of Desn Ruek ar Hearing bufore the
ﬁwdmu Investignting Subcornistitice uf the Com-
miere oA Armed Services, United Seaves Senare; Sgth
Canpress, 2nd Sewsion, August 23, 1966,

mitimtons, ooy sudies arc prepared apng replace
the PrEsnus nnee,

A number of reasms can bie ofTe ] Tt thiin
gtufe of atfaies o the stady of eriss, First, only the
VIUCEL commnon MEeaning appoirs attached 1a thie
concept. Smee many #nalysts (31t 10 defne cisig g
all, the reader s left tinfer trom the contegy thy
the sitaation concesras some “emitical’” ar “urgent”
problem. In the utternge to il arention w ciery
trnpactant sue, we suber from the indiserimipage
use of the terrn “crims” Seoond, raany ndividuals
who write abaut criws seem to belieyve in the unigue-
ness of every situstion. At lbeast they hnd urique
the combipution of properties necessary to provide
a satisfactory explumtion of 1 specific event For
example, in discussime some smplications of ecanomie
theary for international relations, Afon ohwerses
"It has not yer been proven thar ‘crisis siftations'
are all alike. Ttis possitle thit cach cosisis unique s,
if you prefer, has its gwn pu.rf.cr:l_-iur story,, T
we [ister the convction thae each erims is tatally
distinct from those engnuntered 10 the past and to
be encountered in the future, then it s not surpnsng
that we have [ttle sccumulated hmw]ﬂdgc b
crises, Third, the prevaling made of analvas has
been the detwiled case history of & single crina.
Dlespite the satisfsction gained by reading a therough
anid well-written ease study, this methed of analysis
makes it UANecessary for the writer 1o consider bow
the crisis under examination comparss with other
situations,* Notonly is the developrment of empinieal-
Iv verifable generalizations by the original suthor
hampered, but the absence of paralle] corstruction
hetween case studics makes 1z difheult foc ]'l_'l-'pﬂ1'l'|:3€'i
1 b abatracted 'h:.’ the reader of several studios.

These difficulties must he overcome if crisis i
to be used a3 a situationa] variable acoounting for
certain forcign palicy behaviars of natrans, Although
this esssy dreals primarily with the problems of
definition and analysiz, the question concerning The
uniqueness of events requires brief corsideratiatl,

YR, Aron, “What Is a Theery of lnternatieral
Relatiors ' Fowrral of Infermalomat  Affwirs, XXI[, =
{1557), p. 188,

i Iemghttul staterments concernimg the probicrmaof ese
studies can be [ound i G D Paige, Tae Korean ociiom
(New York: The Free Pos, 1068, Chap, 1; sid I Ni
Rosenau, "Moral Feevar, Systernalic  Analyms, anc
Sciemnific Conwanuiiies 10 Formgn Pohcy Rescurch.”

A Ranney, ., P teal Scierce ard Fubiic Poficy | Chicigo:
Markhamn, 1968), Chiap,
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Every situation is novel wien all its properties
are considercd, Even two simple situations—one 2
carcfully exceuted replication of the other- -differ
in NUImEraus wWays. Between these cocurrences, Lime
will have elapsed. The earth and solar system will
have moved, Hurpan actoes will be older and will
have had intervening expericncss. {Given the novelty
of simple, controlled situations, it is clear that
countless differences exist between two complex
international events such as the Berlin blockade of
1045 and Khrushchev's ultimatum on Berlin
1g58. Man would be unable to cope with his daily
existence, nowever, if he did not treat most new
situations as cornparable to sorne situations he has
met or learned about in the past. For purpoeses of
evaluation and action, all humans categorize events
according to a limited number of properties and
ignore the rest. The adequacy of a response to a
situation will depend in part upon the quality of the
classifying categorics and our apiluy to correctly
recognize the situation as a memnber of a class of
events, Having established how the present cir-
cumstances are related to some already expericneed,
man can bring the suceess or failure of past responscs
to bear on his present action, Of course, explanation
and action are not the same; nor are the simple
situations of daily living similar to the complex ones
of international events, Nevertheless, if we correctly
recognize a few critical praperties of an international
situation which identify it as a memnber of a general
set of situations, we may establish many things
about it even without examining many other qualities
that maku it unique.®

11
Definitions of crisis which identity a specific
class of situations can bu constructed with reference
to cither of two appraaches which are among those
prevalent in the contemporary study of international
politics. These two are the systemic and decision-
making approaches. A set of crisis situations does

* Of course, palicy-makers can get into scrinus trouble
by the misclassifeation of events. See A. M. Schlesinger,
Ir.'s The Bitter Heritage (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, t967).
Tlie problem of situation recogrition and classification ia
somewhat different for the art of policy -making than i€ 1%
for the development of a science of politics. In the larter
Cise nuw situations proside an opportumey for hypotheas-
testing und refinement of categories, wherens in the foaner
#n unfumiliar situation intreduces the risk of a policy
misformune.
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not automatically emerge once the analyst selects
cither the decision-making or systemic framework
for organizing his research, But the approach helpa
structure the kind of hypotheses in which erisis can
prove to be a significant explanatory variable. The
cffeet of the approach or organinng framework on a
situational variable will become more evident upon
closer examination of crisis defined from the systemic
perspective.

We shall stipulate that a system is a set of
actors (for example, nations, international organiza-
tions, and so on) interacting with one another in
cstablished patterns and through designated struc-
tures. In any given international political system,
critical variables must be maintained within certain
limits ar the instability of the system will be greatly
itcreased—perhaps to the point where a new
systemn will be formed. A erisis is a situation which
distupty the system or some part of the system (that
i3, a subsystem such us an alliance or an individual
actor). More specifically, a crisis is a situation’ that
creates an abrupt or sudden change in one or more
of the basic systemic variables,

In the present international system the existing
military relationships depend in part on the relative
superiority of the strategic weapon systerns of the
two superpowers and their deterrence capabilities
with respect to each other. A sudden change in one
of the superpowers” ability to deter the other would
constitute a crisis for the systern. The deterrence
crisis might not transform the system or the sub-
system comprised of the Soviet Union and the
United States, but it has the potential to do so.

Rosecrance identifies nine international political
systems between the years 1730 and 19607 which
indicate the role of crisis in system tranaformation.
In his analysis, system-transforming events includes
the French Revolution, the end of the Napolvogic
Wars, the revolutions of 1848, the Franco-Prussian
Wur, the dismissal of Bismarck, and the two World
Wars of the present century. Although the extended
conflicts that Rosecrance describes as the usual
transition berween systems cannot be considered as
crises under the present definition, several of these
events were triggeced by crises, The long years of
World War I, for example, followed the crisis in late
June and july 1g14.

7R. N. Rasecrance, Action and Reaction in World
Politics (Boston: Little Brown and Cempany, 1963).
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The charscterization of crisis from the systemic
approach suggests the relationship of the concept to
such terms s change and conflict. Because crises
engage one or more of the critical variables necessary
to maintain the exmting pattern of relationships
between actors, they necessarily can effect significant
changes in the international systemn. Whether or not
# crims actually produces significant change depends
on'a number of factors such as the nature of the
miodified varizbles, the existing destahilizing factors,
and the avalable techniques for crisis management,
Just es not all crises lead wo important changes, not all
significint changes are erises. A gradual shift in the
mte of exchange Between nations could ultimately
have a profound effect on the system, despite small
incrernents of change at any given point in time. The
association of crisia with abrupt change also bears
on its relationship to conflict, A conflict between
partics that continues at a relatively constant level
of intensity would not constitute a crisis, but a
sudden shift in the level of hostilines —maost notably
from peace o war—would be a ¢risis at least for the
subgvatem comprised of the combatants,

Although the proposed systemnic definition of
crisis has been an arbitrary one, it i3 consistent with
much of the writing about crisiy from 2 svsternic
perspective, Thus, crisis has been described as
“intensive inputs to the international system.. .
unbalancing stabilities," ¥ or 23 “some kind of bound-
ary or turning point,”"¥ ar as “invalving significan:
actual or potential international conflict in cither 3
novel form or at an abruptly changing level.'"'® One
of the maore complete systemic definitions of crisis
iz offered by Young: “An international erisis, then,
is & =et of rapidly unfolding events which ruises the
impact of destabilizing forces in the general inter-
national system or any of its subsystems substantially
above “normal” (i.e., average) levels and increases
the likelihond of violence occurring in the system.” '

If a class of crisis situations can be operationally
defined from the guidelines discussed above, what

& ]. F. Trisks end D. D, Finlev, Seeict Foraiem Pelicy
(New York: The Maemillen Company, 1063), p. 117

* K. E. Boulding, Conflict and Defemse (New Yaork:
Harper and Row, 1463) Torchbaak edition, p. 250.

164, J. Wiener and H. Kahn (eds.), Crins and drms
Centrod, Hudson Iostitute, Advanced Ressarch Projecrs
Agency Contract No. SD-105, Cewher g, o962, p. 12,

11O, R. Young, The Intermediaries: Third Partier in

International Crits (Princeran: Princetin  Upnersity
Press, 1567), p. 12,

- ‘*

I.TIEI'I‘EFI}'JUI.N'I?'L might r.h'jﬁ vartalde make o the analysis
of -lntrrnutmnnl pelitical systems? The stryctyre
and processes that mawniain an intermational System
fna}' be more ar lesa subject to the sudden HiTeS e
impasesl by criss, The yuestion then arjse a1
what HrUIC-TII.ft'xv and Processss are most eemsitive”
to crisis situations, Senstivily can vary in several
ways neluding the tendency for some parts of the
systemn to be more frequently exposed ta crises, For
example, interactions between sctore who seek alter-
ations in their intemational status are more prone
to crises than nteractinns briween actors who have
accepted  their sratus  positions, Sensitivity alo
develops because some elements of a system can
vary less than athers witheut exceeding critical
thresholds, For example, o systern may he able ta
withstand  considerably  ¢reater variation in the
degree of conflict between smaller states than it
can betwesn majm states, E&scn[iull}: these qw;-ﬂil)m
cancern: the eHect of crisis on system stability and
tranafarmation,

Because international systems differ, the impact
ob ¢rigis can be expeated 10 vary according o the
type of system. This observation leads 1o such
rescarch quisstions us: Does the natare of the inter-
narional svatern influence the frequency with which
criges Diour ¢ Are certaln sysiems better structured
w zllow policy-mukers to cope with crises without
destroying the system? According ta Walt, one
“distinguizhing factor in the bipolar balanece, 25 we
thus far know it, is the nearly constant presence of
presaure and the recucrence of crises.” 12 In addition
to hnding crises more frequent 1 a bipolar system
than in 8 multipolar sysiem, Walte also contends
that in 2 multipolar world a nation’s policy-makers
can create a crisis to further their objectives with the
hape that opponents of the change will nut caalesce
in oppusition. [n a bipalar system, the permaneacy
of opposing polar powers preatly increases the
probability that any move to initate a crisis will be
countered, ' Thus, two relevant hypotheses from
the Waliz study are that the type of international
systemnfluences (1) the rate with which erises aceun,
and (2) the probability of direct confrontations

1= KL N, Whalrz, " The Stshility of s Bipolar World,"
Dagdalus, XCUL, 3 (1664), p. $83.

U0t s interesting o fote o this context that ere ¢
the polar powers in the present system, the United States,

was directly o indirecty involved in one-third of the
forty-cight crises menuoned by Secretary Rusk.

i
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oy B,
a7 T ._.‘.: Between actors when any zclor atternpts to abruptly
LT h' change significant systemic variables,
LT Conflicting  livpotheses exist coneerning the
B s gy svateinic conseguences of numerous crises. Wright
LI ~ ey =
LY mpey * contends that the prabability of war in'a given
ey . P;_-r-:md oftime increases with the frequency of erises, 14
: U lelland apd Waltz make the counter-nypotheas
T MeClellan ; 1E Ci ypo
jumed B o | although [h:y. use Lllﬁ-r_'i'l_‘t.'ll argurments. '3 The
=C1 "b'lh'.q'.. nature of u given IFIH-"I'hLlLIUIIHl sysicm omay be
Py =t pe introduced as @ mediating variable to resolve this
D ety gy apparent contradiction. In same inherently unatable
' Somingy | syaterns, the sppearance of L single crisis might trigger
ol a e 5 war. In other s:f-s.n-ﬂ'::u. with effective regulatory
Excersing o3 mechanisms, crises might be cepeatedly managed
2 . it
= oy e without resart to war. The availability to both the
' ] L . ¥ PLh ¥ E
ek Soviel Union and the United Seates of 2 tremendous
L8 ' oy H
lier it e destructive capability that can he applicd even
ally thees after absnrhing an initial nuclesr attack may secve
e miy as such a regulator of crisis effects ia the present
= mabiy g ; !
intermatioral syatem.
» i e These guestions and hypotheses are anly a few
l_u:‘ " of thase that might be examined using crisis as a
! = ke } 2 ; i g
= J:_ systemic variable. To date, however, few ¢mpirical
= 1"_'.: o Y ! . ; 7
i studies bave been designed to investigate (ssues of
stues o e . } Tty ;
= this type which concern the entire mntermational
'IEI T " v o .
e svelem, Authors with enommitment to the sysiemic
=50 TR lhadi - ® 3 ¥ -
n lamework tend ta examine the interaction of a
Wh e i . : i ; ;
W subsvatem in a single crisis.'® The inspection of
o & ‘ d . j
;; el me subsystem interaction or even a single pational
b | o actar, treated s a system eomponent, undoubtedly
sLinl practrd
i | e Q. Wrighe, 4 Study of War (and ed.: Chicago:
¥ bupols peoe University of Chicago Prosr, 1963), p. 1272
[ FECharies MeClelland proposes that expericrce i
Lo . ganed with the management of each cnme; therstore,
o pscE st palicy makers cope more succcssfully with subiequent
{retives wn N cris=x, het hus " The Acute Internatioral Crsis," Werld
T Palitice, XIV, 1t (1961), 187-88, Kenneth Waltz suggests
& that if continuing Twstility exists batween two pardies,
thee e crises may become a substitute for war {op. ot., p. 834).
ir Exvaes W Ruymard Aron motes « “trend mwsrd the diminuoon of
o o il the fover used" in direct crises beracen the Saviet Unien
B & CTI and the United States, but he does not speculace that this
hyprtma 7 matwern could be genemmlized 1o all purtics expencnong
ol fascragion repcated crises. See Tus Peace and War, trunalated by R
= L Howard ard A, B, Fox (Garden City: Troubleday and
fach :'w = Company, Inc., 1pih), p. 563
r o ] W Examplex of subsystern coma studies sre W, P,
Pt L‘j“" man, e Becfin Bleckads (Prmeeton:  Princeton
« Ppeciat University Press, 19358); C. A, MeCleliand, * Drecisional
Opportumity and Political Controversy: The Quemay
#
= rnn;;’ Case," Jourmal uf Conflict Resolution, V1, 7,(1ab2), 201-13;
sl [T . A Wahlactier and R, Wohlserter, Conrolfing the Rishe
e & tn Cuba, Adelphi Peper No, 17, Institute for Strasegic
y Hat Studics, Landen, Englind, April, 1965,
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can yicld important insighta into the role of crizis as
a situational varizhle. But the effect of crisis on the
relations withinanatliance or between two adversaries
may be quite differunt from the effect of that same
crisis on the overall system, A specific crisis may
drastically alter & aubsystem withcut having any
destabilizing consequences far the wial international
systerm. A greater variety of research methods must
be employed 1o examine issues like the role of crisis
as an instrument of system change and the cffects of
alternative syitems on crisis management. In order
to compare the effect of criscs as a class of situations
in different international systenss we must expand
the periad of history in which crises are scrutinized.
Furthermare, the single case study which describes
in detail the interaction between a few partics in a
crisis must be augmented by research which (1)
views crisis from the perspective of the entire system,
and (2) examines a number of crises with attention
to comparable structures and processes. The need
for additional methads of analysis using the systemic
approsch parallels requirements that become evident
when crisis is defined using the decision-making
approach,

IM1

As the name suggests, central to the decision-
making approach is the process by which decisions
are made on questions of poliey. Also basic to this
organizing framework are the persons who, a8
individuals or in some collective form, constitute
the authoritative decision-mukers. The decision-
makers behave zecording to their interpretation of
the situatien, not actording ta its "‘objective’
character as viewed by some theoretical omnipotent
abserver,'? Therefore, in attempting to explsin
how different kinds of situations influence the type
of choice that is made, the analyst must interpret the
situgtion as it i3 perceived by the decision-makers.
The use of crisia as 2 situational variable which
partially explains the policy-mmakers’ decision is not
unlike the stimulus-response model famuliar to
pevehologista. Crisis acts as 4 stimulus; the decision
represents 2 respouse. In the usval experimental
application of this wodel, the researcher varies an

17 Hurold and Margaret Sprout sre amonyg those who
have carsinlly explicuted this point. See their The Ecoligical
Peripectice on Human Affairy (Pnoceton:  Princeton
University Press, to6s), especially pp. 18-=30.
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eventoract whichis used to secount for any abserved
variation in the respordent’s behavior. Applving
this model to the interaction between palicy makers
of two  pation-states, several political  scientists
expanded the paradigm to include: (1) the stimulis
o sctual policy of the initmting swate, (1) the per-
ceptinn of that stiroulus by the decision-makers in
the recipient state, (3} the response ar actual reply
of the recipient state, and (4) the pereeption of that
respanse by the decision-makess in the initatiog
szre? Az m this modifcation of the stimulus-
reaponse model, the defimtion of crsia required by
the decisien-making approach must take into aceount
the screening processes of human perceptions,
These analysts who have studied cnsis using
the decision-making framework display no more
agreement regacding the definition of crisis than do
their coumterparts who have applied the wystemic
approach. As befure, we stipulate a definition which
delimits % class of situations and conraing some of the
praperties frequently sssociated with crisis. Specifi-
cilly, a crisis is a situation that (1) threatens high-
priority goals of the decision-making unit, (2) re-
stricts the amount of time available for response
befare the decimion is transformied, and {3) surprises
the members of the decision-making unit by its
ocourvence, Threat, time, and surprize all huve been
cited 28 taits of crisis, ™ although seldom have all
thrde propertics been combined. Underlying the
propused definifiun is the hypothesix that if al) three
traits 4re present then the decision process will be
subatantially different than if only one or twe of the
charsctenistics appear, Contained in the set of events
specitied by this definition are many that observers
commonly refer to as crises far American palicy-
makers, for example, the 950 decimion to defend
‘Sauth Korea, the 19fiz Cuban missile episude, and
the 10635 decision to send 1narines ta the Dominican
Republic, But other situations would not be can-
sidered crises for policy-makers in the United
States; the 1958 ultirmatum on Berlin, the extended

0. R Holsi, R. A&, Bredy, and R. C. Narth,
“Affect and Action in Interationsl Heaction BModels,
Journal of Pedoe Ressurch UL-IV (2983), 1700,

M Bee the review of these traiss in C. F, Hermuann,
“Samme Congequences of Crisis which Limit the Viahiliry
of Orgmmizstions,” Admimistrative Sererce Caareeriy,
VIIL « (2463), 6182 snd C. F. Hezmann, Criser in Foreigm
P;-irie A Stmedation Analysis( Indianapatis: Bobha. Mesril],
1 ;

Geeek-Turkish-Cvpring dispute, and the tilsstn
iy to |-m e lu-rrnru:m.-. 1In.HL.mh:}'r:[lu ({__‘qmgﬁj
are lhusteative o this regacd, The exclusion of thes
acd other situatinns that do not contain 2t besg one
af the three traits dows nat deoy the imponanes of
these situations or the significant consequences of
the resulting decwinnn. The clasification af them
as poncoses sunply indicates that these situstion
may be different with respect to the declsion proces
in sorme svateimatic ways from these included fn the
ECinis pet.

Before hvpathesizing how the dicision proces
in erigs differs from nonceiss, we must redion
the perceprual problem. The proposed definitian
clearly refers to the decision-makens' perceptions
of erisis situations, but how can this definiuon be
implernented ? The jdeal answer is a5 obivious as it is
difficult to achieve, Throughinterviewsthe researcher
would get decision-makers to sssess the amount of
threat, time, and surprise they thought 3 given
situation invalved. Even || interviews should no be
feasible. howeser, perceprust! duta onesch cress
trait can be developed through the use of the pulilic
statemenls of palicy-makers, their memoin, and
reports of their percepiions by ather political leaders
anid by journalista,

Onpce we assume that the decision-makers’
perceptiona of @ situation can he mewsured, 3
phenomenalagical question arses: bo the zlements
of the definition reprosent sctual propertics of
situations ss well as jmages in the minds of policy-
makers ¥ That is, do these gualities represent
measgralle stimuli independent of perceptions?
Experimental data have heea assembled elsewhere
that offer an affirmative reply to this inguiry.®
Withaut reviewing thar evidence we may note thiat
situations do vary in the extent to which they
obatruct goald snught by policy-makem, and hence,
situations differ in messurable threat, Moreover,
most situations contain dynamie elements which
lead 10 their evolution after a measurable period of
oime regacdless of whether these aspects crf. _tht
situations are recogoized by the affected deemion
makers, Fanally, the frequency with which gimilar
events have accurred in the past and the pristence
of contingency planning are indicators of the amount

# See . F. Hermann, *"Threat, Tine, 2nd Surprise,”

in C. F. Heanann, ed., Confomparary Regarch o8 e
statiorad Crager, forthooming,
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of potential surprise contained in a situation. In
shart, the three crisis traits can he measured directly
as properlics of the situation or indirectly as per-
ceptions of the decistion-makers.

Because situations differ in their degree of
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threat, in their duration through time, and in their
amount of surprise, each of the three traits that
define a crisis can be conceived as one extremea on @
dimension with scale positions for every possible
quantity of cach property. When taken together at

Figure 1. A situational cuba representing the three dimensions of
tve situations from the perspactiva of American decision-makers.
space in a two-dimensional diagram makes it difficult to interpret th
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right anples, these thres seales form o three dimen-
shorial spade i which all situstions can be locoted
secording to their degree of threat, time, and sware-
pess [murprise}.® In Figure 1, this spece has bean
closed to form & cube, the eight cormers of which
represent all powible combmations of the extreme
values of the three dimensions, Thus, the corners
of the cube represent ideal types of situstions with
resprect to threst, time, and awareness. ™ Few, if any,
actysl smuations can be considered W correspond
1o these idesl types, but as the location in the cube
af & specific wtwation approaches one of the comers,
theit situation can be treated as influencing decision-
making in 2 mancer similar to the ideal type.

To illusteate the location of a situation along a
dimension, consider the elemerit of decision time
in Both the Koresn crisis of 1950 and the Cuban
erisis of 196z, As the Sauth Korean army crumbled
before the North Korean advance, the initial
opiinism of American decision-makers changed toa
tealization that unless the United States intervened
quickly the invaders would control the entire
peninsula, The first meeting with the President to
discums the: Korean situstion occurred on Sunday
evening, June 25. After 2 series of steps tken ia the
next seversl days to support the faltering South
Kotean wrmy, President Truman decided early
Friday moming, Juse 3o, to vommit American
ground forces, Although Truman and his advisers
considered the tme o be extremely shost, other
situations such as the detection of a faunched ballistic
missile artack could offer éven less time for decision.
Thus, on the time dimension the Korean decision
would be located near the short time end of the
gcale, but would not be at the most extreme point.
The Cuban missile c¢risis alto presented short
decision time because, as the American policy-
makers observed, once the missiles were operational
they would be extremely difficult to remove withaut
the possibility that some of them would be launched
in rewlistion. With missiles prepared for firing, the

1 We chall use surprive as one extreme an en gware-
ness dimension in order to permit & cormtruction parallel
to that for threar and time. Thus, the camplete sbaence
of swearenses in surprise; the other extreme @ anuopation.
Because gwarencas vefers to & condinon of the decision-
maker (i.¢., his perception), the term would he Tess smiris-
factory if the remainder of this taey were concerned with
the ohjective propertics present i the situstion.

An earfier vervion of this situstinnal cobe sppears
in C. F. Hermaan, Crises in Foregn Policy, ap. of.

stuation facing the leaders of the Uniged States
wiuld be drastically aftered. "The fiest presidenia)
sexsinn on that enas oocueered on the moening of
Tuesday, October 2t the (ollawing Tursday
President Kennedy paued the "Proclamation of the
Interdiction of Offensive Weapons™ that ordered
the blockade th begin the next marnng. In s
tme the decision in the misade crisis was mage
extended than that tn the Korcan crisis, If the
decision-makers’ peroeplians of avatlable time ape
psed, some evidence wodicatea that the Koresn criss
as compared t the Cuban crisis invalved even les
time than estimates based aa clock or calendar,
Despite these differences, the perceived time for
bath decisions puts them near the extreme of short
time and both decision processes could he expected
to bear resemiblance o ideal type situations invalving
short deciston time.

Hypothesized differences in decision-maiing
intraduced by crims can be indicated by comparing
crizes with the other types of siniations represented
by the cormer of the cube in Figure 1. The mare
decision makers perccive a situation to approximate
the specified characteristics of crias, the mare appli-
cable the following comments ghould be.

Crisis Situations

In a crisis, with its extrerae danger to national goals,
the highest level of gavernmiental officals makes the
detizsion. The time limitations together with the
shility of these high-ranking decision-makers [0
comimnit the government allow them to ignore usual
bureaucratic  procedures, Information about .th':
situation i at 1 premium because of the snort time
for collecting new intelligence and the absence of the
serions  data-gathering that precedes expected
situations of importance, To a greater degree ﬂ‘-z‘n
in other situations the inputs that provide the basis
for chaice must be other than information about the
immediate situation. For example, decision-makers
may have a tendency to rely on incomplete analogies
with previous situations or on their prior judgments
about the friendliness or hostility of the source of
the crisis, Although some subatantive disagreements
may occur among the policy-makers, .P-‘mﬂaf
antagonisms remain subdued because of a felt m:cd
for ultimate consensus, Compared to the policies
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made in response to ather situations, erisis decisions
tend more toward under- or over-reaction. An
extreme respunse is eneouraged by eertain constraints
imposed by the decision process (eg.,

information, increased importance of the decision-

minimal

makers' personalities), The high stakes of o crisis
decision and rhe uncertainty surrounding the gut-
come lead the decision-makers 1o remain quite
enxious after the decision. Consequently, they
expend consicerable ceneray inm the post-decision
phase sceking support for their policy from allies

and athers,

Innovative Situations

A situation perceived to contuin high threat and
surprise but an cxtended amount of time can he
described 2s encouraging an innovative decision,
The threat to high-priority abjectives increases the
likelihood thut the situation will receive the atiention
of the mast able men available and, similarly, that
considerable encrgy will be devoted o investigating
the problem, Unlike a crisis ducision, the greater
time allows the government to underzake consider-
able scarch- w process motivated by the threat,
Occasionally individuals in an agency charged with
conducting forcign pelicy have programs or ideas
that they have been unable to gain support for under
rormal copnditions. A situation of the janovative
type. for which there is no planned response and an
openness to new ideas, will be sought by such
individuals as an opportunity to obzain accuptance
for their proposals. As in crises, ad hoc groups may
be organizced for the consideration of the situation,
but they are not s free as erisis decision-makers to
gnare normal administrative procedures,

Consider the following illustrations of in-
novative ducisions, The deteriorating ceonoemic and
political situation in  Western Europe became
increasingly visible to policy-makers in Washington
during the last months of 1946, Against this back-
ground on February 21, rgg7, the British surprised
American officials by notifving them that beginning
the first of April, Britain would be forced to dis-
continue financial assistance to embattled Greeee,
The same note alse indicated that the British govern-
ment would be unable to supply all the military
axsistance required by Turkey, Thutincidunt resulted
in what Jones has called “the fifteen weeks” that

[37] International Crisis as a Situational Variable 17

culminated in the Marshall Plan.?3 A second example
of an innavative decision followed Nasser's national-
ization of the Suez Canal in July 1936. That situation
appears to have been perceived as a high-threat,
surprise situation by decision-makers in Britain and
France. They apparently felt that the decision time
was sufficiently extended to explore several possible
alternatives (e.g.. the users’ conference, a United
Nations resolution) while ceordinating their military
operations that led ta the dramatic attack on Egypt,
QOctober 3r.

Inertia Situations

Struations perceived asinvolving low threat, extended
time, and surprise often lead to inertia decisions,
that iz, to decisions not to act or to discussions that
never result in a decision. The surprise quality of
the situation makes less likely the existence of pre-
parations appropriate for coping with it. Being
unexpected, no agency or bureau may see the situa-
tion as salient to its own plans. As a result the situa-
tion may be discussed by the various offices ta which
it i referred without the commitment of any agency.
A decision is further inhibited by the absence of any
sense of urgeney. Given the number of policy situ-
ations at any given time that pose considerable
danger to the abjectives of policy-makers, this rype
of situation bas difficulty being assigned a place on
the crowded agenda of men with the autherity to
commit the state. Actual situations which, from the
Amcrican perspective, approach the prototype for
inertia decisions include the fall of Khrushchev on
October 15, 1964 and De Gaulle’s sudden withdrawal
of the French Mediterranean Fleet from NATO in
195g. The latter situation was an anncyance (o
American objeetives, but by itself was not recognized
as a serious threat. Nor did it seem likely that De
Guulle would soon alter the situation if no American
decision was made immediately.

Circumstantial Situations

Circumstantial decisions are increasingly likely in
situations that policy-makers recognize as invelving
low threat, short time, and surprise. Like crises these
are situational conditions that requice a quick decision
21§, M. Jones, The Fiftern Weeks (New York: Hur-
court, Bruce & Werld, 1964), Hacbinger book editian,
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if a choice is to be made before the situation is
traniaformed in some manner that makes action maore
difficulr. But unlike crises, and more like inertia
decisirms, the stakes in the present type of situatinn
are not high. A failure to make the “right”" decision
in time is not seen @i leaving important national
gosls in jeopardy. Under these conditions whether
or oot the pation’s policy makers reach a decwsion
depends on other circumstances that exist at the
tume the situgtion is recognized. In other words,
the three situational variables are not likely 1w be
critical determinants in the low threat, share time,
and surprisge configuration.

The captives held at Stanleyville in the Cango
during November 1g64 und the Hungarian revolt
in’ November 1936 bath crested some threat to
American ebjectives. On halance, however, these
two sityations must be located near the corner of
the cube in Figure 1 designated “circumstantial.”
Both situations illustrate the importance of other
factors in determurang the response. When the
uprising oceurred in Hungary, policy-makers in the
United States were preoccupied with the Anglo-
French-Isrzeli sssanlt on Egypt and the Suez Canal.
They made no decision on the Hungarian issue
until after the presence of Soviet troops had radically
altered that situation. By contrast, the availability
of Belgian troops and the interest of their govern-
ment in eooperating with the United States to prevent
the threatened murder of the Buropean and American
haszages resulted in 6oo Belgian paratroopers being
flown to Stanleyville or November 24, 1964, in
aircraft furnished by the Unired States,

Reflexive Situations

The first four classes of situations involved surprise;
the remaining four {located at the back of the cube
in Figure 1) mark the opposite end of the awareness
dimension. The lower left-hand comner of the cube
represents situations that are recognized by policy-
makers as containing high threat, short time, and
anticipation. This situational configuration increases

the probability of reflexive decisions, With decision

time a1 2 premium, no elaborate search routines or
consultations are possible to disclase methods for
coping with the situation, In this sense the decision
pracess is similar to that for crises, the difference
being that far reflexive decisions the policy-makers

have expected the silustion to accur, Becaye they
will experience a serigus threat o their goals i 7y
does develop, the policy-makers probably prodyce 5
contingency plan i the peried before the s tuatian
emerges. (nee the situation appears, minor aliera.
tions may be made in the propesed plan, but yime
pressuren deny  deciswn-makers  the chance 1a
consmder mapr alternatives: In fact, the ]’iﬂl_h{']tdgt
that they have already considered the prablem may
lead policy-mukers to an almost reflexive response,
Under these circumatances the deeision proces
will be more rapid than i a crises,

The bluckade of Berlin in 1948 provides an
exarnple, Amerncan decswon-makers perceived the
theeat to their objectives to be severe, They alo
recogmized decision time 1o be restricted bath by
the dwindling supply ot essential commodities in
Berlin and by the need for 2 rapid response 1
assure Europeans of the commitment of the Upited
Htates, As early as January 1948, the Sovicts intro-
duced wiarious restcictions on transpartation maoving
through East Germany to Berlin, By early Apri),
General Clay had proposed to Washington an
airlitt to Berlin— at least for American dependents—
ifaccess on the ground were denied, When the Soviets
began to stop tratfic on June 23, Clay catled locan
airhft w begin rthe following day as an intenm
messure,~ Afier a month, the President and his
advizers agreed to continue his femporary measure
on an increased scale for the duration of the blocksde.
The confrontation nver the Tolwan Straits in 1938
may be another illustration of a situstion containing
the characteristics that lead to a reflexive decision.
Policy-makers in the United States considered the
shelling of Quernoy and  Matsu islands —which
began on August 23—as a secious threat requiring
# quick decision if she islands were to be defended.
American intelligence detected clues of the forth-
coming assault during the first days of August,
which added to the sepse of anticipation already
created by previous encounters. When the shull]ing
of the islands began, the United Statcs qulc*d}‘
responded by reinforcing the Seventh Fleet, which
was operating in the arex. Although engaging In
overstatement, Stewart Alsop revealed the reﬂt'?f--
ive nature of the American resction with his
abservation: “There is little real significance in the

B E Smuth, The Defenee of Eorlin (Balturare
Johns Hopkina Press, 1963), p. 107
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inner history of the 1938 crisis, sinply bucause the
pasic decisions had already been made in 1954 and

1955.

AFY
Deliberative Situations

The comhination of high threat, extended time, and
anticipation often results in a decision process that
can be described as deliberative, The reaction of
decision-makers parallels that for the innovative
decision in many respects, High threat increases the
prabability that the situation  receives careful
attention, but unlike a crisis, the deliberations are
ot limited to a small group of the highest-ranking
officials. Consideration of the problern cceurs at
different levels and in different agencies. The time
availuble for discussion both prior to the actual
appearance of the situation (as a result of anticipation)
and after it emerges (as a result of extended decision
time) can lead to organizational difficultics. Many
groups in and out of government may become com-
mitted to a particular method of handling the prob-
lem. As the following examples indicate, delibera-
tive situations increase the likelihcod of hard
hargaining hetween groups with alternative pro-
posals,

In August 1949, the Soviet Union achieved its
first nuclear cxplosion. That threatening event had
been anticipated by the American government, but
had not been expected until 1952 or 1933, In the
next severu! months it becarne evident to the Ameri-
can government that the civil war in China would
result in @ Communist regime on the Chinese
mainland.  With the background of the Soviet
atomnic explosion, the actual formation of the Chinese
Peaples Republic created an anticipated situation
for United States policy-mukers of high threat and
extended time. The response to the situation included
the preparation of NSC-68, a docurnent that makes a
series of policy recommendations on the basis of a
comprehensive statement of nationa! strategy. These
fecommendations for rearmament invalving large
increases in military expenditures becamne the subject
of an cxtensive debate within the Trumasn adminis-
trationt during the spring of 1950-—a dehate that was

5, Alsop, "The Story Behind Quemoy: How We
Drifted Close to War,” Satnrday Evening Post, CCXXXI
(December 13, 1958), p. 88. Evidence that Amertcun intel-
ligeree hud indications of the Chinese move early in August
appears in D. D. Fisenhower, Wagfng Peaze (Garden City:
Daubleday and Company, Inc., 1063), p. 202.

[37] International Crisis as a Situational Variable 419

ultimately resalved by the attack on South Korea.
The Soviet ujtimatum on June 4, 1961, created a
similar type of situation, The Soviet government
warned that it would sign a separate peace treaty
with East Germany within six months unless the
Western powers withdrew their military forces from
Berlin which was to become 2 demilitarized city.
The U.B88.R had made a similar demand in
November 1958, Moreover, Khrushchev for months
before the format note was dispatched had boasted
that he would sign such a treaty, Despite the antici-
pated quality of the situation and the relatively
extended period of time for decision, the American
decision-makers perceived it as quite threatening.
The decision process in réesponse to this situation
involved considerable internal dissent among United
States policy-makers as well as sharp divisions
hetween the Western allies, 26

Routinized Situations

A diagonal running through the center of the cube
in Figure 1 which has crisis decisions at one ¢nd has
rowtinized decisions located at the other extrene.
Routinized decisions frequently occur in low threat,
extended time, and anticipated situations. Many,
but not all, situations of this type are anticipated
because they reappear with considerable regularity.
Agencics charged with the conduct of foreign policy
develop programuned routines for meeting recurrent
low threat situations. Because established procedures
are available, these situations tend to be dealt with by
policy-makers at the lower and middle levels of the
organization, The decision process follows one of
two general patterns. In the first patiern decision-
makers treat the problem in the same manner as
they have treated previous situations of the same
genus. Execution of the recommended course of
action follows prompt agreement, unless tempocary
delays develop because policy-makers, whose approv-
al is required, are engaged in more urgent business.
[f the situation lacks precedent or becomes the
pawn in an interagency dispute, it follows the
sccond pattern, Under these circumstances it may
never come to a decision or may lie fallow until
personnel change. Fear of bureaucratic obstruction
provides one reason why policy-makers offer strong
resistance to proposals for altering the response

18 See Smith, op. it
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to an isue for which there are established pro-
¢edures., For the Upited States the question of
admitting Commanist China to the United Nations
i3 % rounmized decision regularly considered beforc
the Genersl Assembly canvenes, Efforts to change
the Amenicin response to this situstion—as in
gy ~have met with opposition in the government.
The aigning of a pesce treaty with Japan offers
another esample. Amencan policy-makers, some
of whom had anucipsted the problem sinee the
closing duys of World War 11, began formulating 2
respanse when the sitvation aroge in 1947. But
differences developed over the issue. Not unul
Seprember 1951 was the United States able to call
the Ssnv Francisco Confercnce at which forty-eight
nations signed the treaty of peace with Japan,=?

Administrative Situations

Tke final corner of the situational cube represents
Iow threat, short time, and anticipation —a combina-
tion that usually results in a decision process de-
scribed in this essay as administrative, Administrative
decisions engage middle-level officials of foreign
policy organizations, men who have the authority
to energize selected parts of the decision machinery
for quick responses to situations that contain [imited
threat. Efforts to seek out new information abeut the
situation are limited by the short decision time and
by the relatively low priority of low threat situations
in gaining access to the government's facilities for
search. In a fashion similar to reflexive decisions,
the treatrnent of an sdministrative decision depends
on the cxtent to which policy-makers have taken
advantage of their expectation that the sizuation is
likely to occur, If they anticipate that the situation
will involve minimal threat, policy-makers may be
reluctant to invest much time in the preparation of 4
possible response, On the other hand, when a low
threat situation materializes they have less of a feft
need for some kind of action than do the participants
in a reflexive decision, Hence, those engaged in an
administrative decision are unlikely to act at all
unless they are confident that the proposed response

7 The appeintment of John Foster Dulles us a special
counselar in the State Department charged with overseeing
the task appears 1o have been a eritical step in obisining a
decinion on this simsatien. See B, C. Coben, The Bolitical
Pracess and Foreign Palicy: The Making af the Yapanese
Pmci Settlement (Princeton: Princetan University Press,
10357
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is appm!;:urmtn.“ ta 1.h:- sttnation. In brief, alow thres.
:.hu::lrt. time, anticipated  gitvation  will mobilize
:f;i.wt.u_u: wark graups who will por engage in any
signtficant amount of hargaining or gearch and wha
will reach a decision only il they are confident iy
their choice at the time 1t o aile,

On May r, 1¢ho, when American decision.
mikers received notification that a Uez racon-
wax  musng over the Sayig
Linion, the situation tar them involved low thres,
short tme, and anticipation. The possibility tha 5
U-2 might be lost aver the USSR, had bem
comsidered previcusly, On the assumption that the
Soviets would be unable to produce any subsiantial
evidence regarding the plane's mission, United Stares
policy-makers hud prepared a zeries of guidelines
for a cover story. The credibility of the cover story
would be weakened if it were held wntil the Soves
made specific charges rather than being relessed
immediately at the tne the plane went down. Thus,
a quick decision was made to issue the cover story,®
That the decision-makers had confidence in the
refeased statement 15 suggested by their repetition
of the story after the Soviets announced they had
shot down a spy plane. Unee the pilot and other
evidence were produced the situation was radically
changed. A second illustration of the administrative
type of situation is the [ndian reguest for arms during
the October 1962 border conflict with China, The
issue of military aid to India had been extensively
explored during the previous months, especially
since May when it appeared that India might
turn 10 the Soviet Union far military support, When

naEsance  wircealt

82 The following excerpt provides osight into the
level of government at which the U-z prohlem was in_ili,u'.\h'
handied s wall as an indication of the low threat, anticipated
quality of the sinmtion: “Cummung [Hugh 5, Cumming,
Ir.. chicf of Intellipence and Reseasch] was the anly Sagre
Diepariment man present. The rest were C.LA. officala
ard technical experts. The men who gathered around te
tsble this afternoon were concerned, but net overly 0.
Trus, ther: was svery indication that Powers fthe U-2
pilat) wax down in the Savier Union, but the r_-!mm:g that
the Russiuns would recaver any damning physical evidence
of the overflight wau shim. . . . The discussion, therefore,
centered arr the cover stacy, . . . The cover story pulled out
of the files N .\113 1 and uncler coppderanon by tie men
meeting &1 the clandestine C. LA, headquarters .t-t-'n\'fl that
the Pz had wken off from Turkey an an upper-altitudes
research  mussion and  hed,  wunforunstedy, overflawn
Pakistan without authorizatian afier the pilat l"—‘si*ﬂﬂfd
mechanical difficuley.” T3, Wise and T, B. Ross, The U-2
Afair (New York: Bantun Books, 1962}, pp. 23-24
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Prime Minister Nehru made an urgent appeal to
the United States on October 29, the United States
dectsion followed with such speed that the first
shipments arrived within the weck, This American
decision was made while the highest levels of the
government  remained  involved o the Cuban
missile crisis.

We should reiterzte that the statements about
the decision processes that develop in respense to
various types of situations are hypotheses which
may or may not be confirmed by further research,
Thus, the staterment shout confidence in administra-
tive decisions could be recast in the customary form
for hypotheses us follows: The less threat and
decision time and the more anticipation that decision-
makers perceive in a given situation, the grester will
be their initial confidence in any decision made
about that situation, We hypothesize that situational
varisbles increase the tendency for the oecurrence
of a certain kind of process or decision, but these
variables alone may not determine the outcome.
Other variables reinforee or alter the influence of
the specified situational variables. It is possible, of
course, that the effect of some situational configura-
tions—perhaps crisis—is so strong that the impact
of other variables seldom changes the situational
effect an the decision. The question of how much
varfznce in decisions is accounted for by particular
situational variables s a matter for empirical re-
search,

The situational cube offers nae technique for
increasing the cumulative knowledge about crises
using the decision-making approach. ‘The use of
any classification scheme cneourzges the analyst to
compare & particular situation with others he
believes to be similar in specified qualitics and to
distinguish it from those assumed to he different.?

¥ Other ways of clasafying situations have been

proposed. One fourfold scheme separates  situstions
sccarding to whether the decision-makers agree on (1)

ﬁ
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Many clussifications for differentiating crises from
other situations may prove to be of little use in
explaining various types of decisions and will be
discarded in favor of better alternatives. This
process iteelf is valuable in increasing our knowledge
about the important attributes of situational vari-
ablues,

The examples used for the situstional cube
filustrate that previously written case studies can
provide material for evaluating hypotheses about
the effeet of crises on decisions once these pro-
positions have been advanced. As in the systemic
approach, however, certain problems arise in re-
interpreting a serice of prepared studies, each
deseribing an individual situation. The original
authors may have excluded important information
necessary for inspection of the hypotheses or they
may have attached different meanings to important
variables. If the same analyst examines a number of
cases with the hypotheses in mind, some of these
problems are overcome. Nevertheless, as we move
from the staterment of hypothescs about crisis us a
situational vartable to the rigorous testing of these
hypotheses, the case study necessarily must be
gugmented by other methods of snalysis. This
requircment, together with more exact definitions
of the situational variable, seems necessary for
further crisis analysis using either the systemnie or
decraion-making approaches,
the means o use in the response (the suthors refer to this
ax budiefs shour causation) and (2) the ends towurd which
the responee is directed (the authors refer to this e pre-
ferences about outcomes). See J. D, Thompsan and A.
Tuden, “Strategivs, Structures, and Frocessas of Onpaniza-
tional Decision,” in J. D. Thompson ond sesoctaes,
Cumparative Studies in ddmiristration { Fituburgh: Univer-
sity of Pirtsburgh Press, 1939), pp- 196-211. Another four.
fold ¢lesaification is bused on the decision-makers” level of
understanding of the situstion and whether the n-nuhlinn
decivion can yield large or small <hanges in the initzl
situstion. Se2 D. Braybrooke and C. E. Lindblom, A
Stratigy of Decinon (New York: The Free Press, 1963),
cxpecially pp. 66-79.
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