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In this report, the authors create a framework that can be used to rigorously consider the 
trade-offs involved in U.S. military intervention decisions following the outbreak of a war 
or crisis. This framework can provide a better understanding of the relationships between 
intervention timing, intervention size, and intervention outcomes to inform future debates 
about whether, when, and with what size force to undertake a military intervention.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

• Under what circumstances should the United States undertake a military intervention?

• When is it better to intervene early in a conflict or crisis rather than later?

• When is it better to intervene with larger forces rather than smaller forces?

KEY FINDINGS

• U.S. military interventions can advance U.S. interests, but they can also be highly costly or 
counterproductive when used in the wrong circumstances. Our review of the historical record 
highlights the importance of a case-by-case assessment of intervention circumstances. 

• The advisability of an intervention is likely to be affected by its potential to affect the local balance of 
power in a crisis or conflict. In some cases, the intervention could be necessary to shift the balance of 
power in a way that makes a more favorable outcome possible. Other factors, such as local, popular 
reaction and the actions of potential third-party spoilers, are also essential to consider. 

• Forgoing an intervention might be preferable, even when clear U.S. interests are involved, when 
any plausible U.S. intervention force might be insufficient to alter the outcome, or when a favorable 
outcome is likely already. Historically, more nonintervention cases resulted in improved outcomes for 
U.S. interests than resulted in deteriorated outcomes.

• Interventions early in a conflict or crisis tended to advance U.S. interests more than those that occurred 
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later, though this finding varied depending on the context, and there were clear exceptions. 

• Larger intervention forces can help the United States better achieve its objectives in certain 
circumstances. In other cases, however, larger forces could be ineffective or counterproductive if they 
can only be deployed with greater delay, if they lead to a backlash among the local population, or if 
they prompt unwanted escalation on the part of an adversary. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• U.S. intervention decisions can be improved to better advance U.S. interests if contextual factors are 
carefully weighed and analyzed. This report reduces the complexity of this decision for senior leaders 
by identifying the key factors that should be weighed when making this decision and assessing the 
likely implications of specific intervention decisions executed in particular contexts.

• Policymakers should consider the following four criteria when deciding whether a military intervention 
is likely to advance U.S. interests or prove counterproductive or wasteful: (1) how the intervention 
is likely to affect the local balance of power, (2) the role of external actors acting as spoilers, (3) the 
potential risks of escalation of the conflict or crisis, and (4) the degree of international legitimacy and 
the intervention’s effect on U.S. reputation.

• Earlier, larger interventions are higher risk and higher reward. These interventions are overall more 
likely to result in positive outcomes for the United States. However, earlier and larger interventions are 
also associated with some of the most-negative outcomes observed and, even when successful, involve 
substantial economic costs for the United States. Policymakers should carefully consider the likelihood 
of success and risks of failure before initiating such an intervention.

• Intelligence collection to inform intervention decisions should focus on the following areas: the 
relative strength of the warring parties, the motivations of the parties, the identity of potential external 
spoilers and influencers, the prospects for support or backlash from local populations, likely adversary 
responses, and the likely response of the international community.
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