
 
ACHIEVING BURDEN-SHARING: 

RETRENCHMENT VS. CONDITIONALITY 
BRIAN BLANKENSHIP 

NON-RESIDENT FELLOW 

DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES / JANUARY 21, 2025  

KEY POINTS 
 

1. Observers and practitioners are frequently frustrated at the level of defense burden-sharing in U.S. 
alliances—alliance members’ contributions to collective defense objectives—and particularly at allies’ 
low level of investment in their own defense. 

2. This paper compares two approaches to soliciting burden-sharing in U.S. alliances: retrenchment and 
conditionality. Retrenchment refers to reductions in the amount or timing of wartime assistance the 
United States will provide to allies, including troop withdrawals. Conditionality, in turn, relies on 
threats to abandon allies unless they increase their defense efforts and does not necessarily entail 
reducing protection. 

3. Retrenchment may offer the greatest chance of success, particularly in cases where allies doubt the 
credibility of the United States’ threats to abandon them. Conditionality is likely to be nearly as 
effective as retrenchment in many other cases, particularly those in which allies take the U.S. threat 
of abandonment seriously and there is a compelling external threat. 

4. Retrenchment and conditionality can be complementary strategies. Retrenchment is effective in 
cases where conditionality is likely to fail, while conditionality is effective in cases where the United 
States might be unwilling to retrench due to fears that a revisionist power might seek regional 
hegemony. 

5. Burden-sharing is not without its downsides, including allies potentially desiring nuclear weapons. 
These risks might be greater if the United States retrenches but may not materialize in practice and 
are not necessarily insurmountable. 

 

THE PERENNIAL IMPORTANCE—AND 
CHALLENGES—OF BURDEN-SHARING 
 
Few issues in American alliances are as evergreen as defense burden-sharing. Sharing the costs of collective 
defense with allies is the central mechanism by which the United States can marshal sufficient military 
power to deter and defeat adversaries without furnishing the costs of doing so alone. Burden-sharing is 
particularly important in an era when the United States faces tradeoffs not only in the deployment of its 
existing resources between Europe, Asia, and the Middle East, but also in the development and procurement 
of future capabilities.1 
 
However, burden-sharing is also among the most perennially contentious sore spots in U.S. alliances. While 
often associated with incoming president Donald Trump, who repeatedly cast doubt on his willingness to 
defend allies that did not pay their “fair share,” American officials regularly express frustration that allies do 
not spend more on defense. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, for example, warned NATO in 2011 that 
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“there will be dwindling appetite and patience… to expend increasingly precious funds on behalf of nations 
that are apparently unwilling to devote the necessary resources… to be serious and capable partners in their 
own defense.”2 

 

DEFENSE SPENDING IN NATO COUNTRIES, 2024 

 
The United States spends by far the most on national defense of any NATO nation. 

 
The barriers to encouraging allies to assume more responsibility for their defense are well-understood. First, 
allies may not agree in their perceptions of threats—either with each other’s perceptions or with those of the 
United States. This can result from idiosyncratic variation in assessment of adversary capabilities or 
intentions, but it can also stem more systematically from differences in geography.3 West Germany, for 
example, was more amenable to investing in defense during the Cold War than much of Western Europe due 
to its land border with the Warsaw Pact.4 Allies that do not perceive a threat as worthy of counterbalancing, 
in turn, are unlikely to invest significantly more in defense.  
 
Second, even if allies do perceive a substantial external threat, they may be tempted to “buck-pass”—to let 
the United States or other allies assume the costs of dealing with potential threats.5 This temptation is likely 
to be greater among allies that have more confidence that the United States will defend them, such as those 
that host large numbers of U.S. forces or which are strategically valuable to American interests.6 
 
Given these challenges, this paper explores the United States’ options for successfully encouraging allies to 
burden-share. Importantly, advocates may seek burden-sharing for different reasons. The first is the pursuit 
of a more equitable status quo, in which U.S. security commitments remain largely unchanged but allies 
increase their capacity for self-defense.7 The second is prioritization, with the United States reducing some 
commitments to double down on others and leaving allies to fill the gap. “Prioritizers” favor devoting more 
resources to Asia and fewer to Europe and the Middle East.8 Finally, advocates of restraint propose scaling 
back U.S. commitments and leaving allies to balance against local threats largely on their own.9 For 
“restrainers,” burden-sharing is at best an interim goal en route to allies becoming capable of defending 
themselves with little to no U.S. involvement (“burden-shifting”). Indeed, many restrainers do not view 
greater burden-sharing as a prerequisite to reducing U.S. commitments on the grounds that the threat 
environment is not that severe.10 This paper is ultimately agnostic about these larger objectives, and instead 
focuses on the effectiveness of competing approaches. 
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Specifically, this paper compares two approaches to promoting defense burden-sharing in American 
alliances: retrenchment and conditionality. These are not exhaustive. Other approaches are possible, 
including intra-alliance negotiations to create clear burden-sharing targets that can be used to hold allies 
accountable, such as NATO’s 2 percent of GDP spending target, or efforts to “name and shame” allies that 
underinvest in defense.11 But what they have in common that distinguishes them from competing 
approaches is that they are attempts to shape allies’ incentives to invest in self-defense, rather than appeal 
to allies’ senses of fairness, shame, or obligation. 
 
At its most ambitious, retrenchment would entail wholesale U.S. troop withdrawals from abroad and clear 
signals that the United States will leave allies responsible for defending themselves. In a more modest form, 
Washington could withdraw some forces and signal limits on the amount of assistance it would furnish. 
Conditionality would stop short of immediate retrenchment and instead employ threats to withhold or reduce 
U.S. assistance unless allies invest more in defense.  
 
Each approach presents a different balance of potential risks and rewards. Retrenchment avoids many of 
conditionality’s pitfalls as it obviates questions about the credibility of U.S. threats to withhold protection. But 
conditionality is likely to be effective in cases where decision-makers are reluctant to retrench due to the 
presence of a potential regional hegemon. In the following pages, I describe each of these approaches and 
evaluate their effectiveness and risks.  
 

RETRENCHMENT 
 
Retrenchment can vary widely in its form and extent. At its mildest, retrenchment entails partial troop 
withdrawals without changes in the level of political or military commitment. At its most extensive, 
retrenchment can take the form of not only total troop withdrawals, but also cessations of political and 
military commitments. The latter can be de facto—for example, abandoning plans to defend allies or 
repurposing forces useful for their defense—or de jure—exiting the alliance outright.  
 
In its more modest forms, retrenchment can imply reducing but not eliminating commitments, as in the case 
of the “Nixon Doctrine,” which pledged that the United States would keep its treaty commitments but look to 
allies to assume the primary role in their defense. During his initial remarks in Guam in July 1969, Nixon 
declared that “as far as the problems of military defense… the United States is going to encourage and has a 
right to expect that this problem will be increasingly handled by, and the responsibility for it taken by, the 
Asian nations themselves.”12 
 
Burden-sharing is hardly the only goal that retrenchment’s advocates have in mind. Most directly, 
retrenchment is an avenue to cost-cutting.13 Similarly, retrenchment can be a means to ameliorate the 
security dilemma and alleviate tensions with adversaries, provided their intentions are not inalterably 
expansionist.14 Finally, retrenchment may reduce the risk of U.S. involvement in local conflicts, shifting the 
defense burden onto allies.15 
 
When it comes to burden-sharing, retrenchment’s main appeal is in generating urgency. Withdrawing foreign-
deployed forces, communicating limits on the amount of wartime assistance allies can expect, or exiting an 
alliance presents U.S. allies with a fait accompli. This removes any doubts allies might have about the United 
States’ willingness to do so and puts them in a position of having to choose how they react to reduced or 
eliminated U.S. protection. Moreover, it obliges them to react immediately, rather than allowing them to stall 
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for time in case U.S. retrenchment never occurs. Indeed, there is some empirical evidence that both 
alliances and U.S. troop levels may reduce partner defense spending on the margin, though the finding is not 
universal.16 
 

CONDITIONALITY 
 
Whereas retrenchment would entail unilateral changes in U.S. commitments regardless of allies’ behavior, 
conditionality instead relies upon threats to reduce the protection allies receive from the United States 
unless they invest more in defense. As with retrenchment, these threats can take a variety of forms—from 
troop withdrawals to limits on the amount or timing of U.S. assistance to outright alliance exit.17 
 
The basic logic of conditionality is to leverage allies’ needs for protection and fears of abandonment. For 
maximal effectiveness, conditionality must combine three elements. The first is credibility: allies must 
believe there is at least some chance the United States will follow through on its threats. The second is 
impact: the cost of fighting an adversary without U.S. support must be high. The more credible and impactful 
the threat, the more effective it will be. Of the two, impact is the more important, as even a low probability of 
abandonment is a cause for concern if the cost of being abandoned is high—for example, if an ally shares a 
land border with a much more powerful adversary.18 The third is reassurance: allies are more likely to change 
their behavior if they trust they will not be abandoned once they comply with U.S. demands.19  
 
There is a good deal of evidence that when these conditions are met, conditionality can be quite effective. 
Case studies drawn from U.S. coercive diplomacy during the Cold War, for example, suggest that the United 
States has been more successful in wielding threats when allies fear abandonment and have a greater 
perception of external threat.20 During the early 1970s, for example, the Nixon administration used 
congressional calls for withdrawing U.S. forces from Europe to make the case that NATO allies’ best hope of 
forestalling withdrawals was to increase defense spending. Nixon argued in a meeting with NATO officials 
that “were the NATO partners to do more in their own defense, that would be quite decisive in firming up US 
support for making our present contribution to the Alliance.”21 The result was increased defense spending, 
particularly by West Germany.22  
 
There is likewise quantitative evidence that allies spend more on defense when U.S. threats of abandonment 
are more credible and impactful.23 Finally, survey data suggest that threats of abandonment may also 
increase public support for higher defense spending in allied countries.24 
 

COMPARING THE TWO STRATEGIES 
 
Retrenchment and conditionality each have advantages but also face challenges that can limit their 
effectiveness. Retrenchment’s primary challenge comes from sequencing. In cases where there is a 
powerful, proximate shared adversary, the United States might prefer to fully execute its withdrawal after 
allies have sufficiently improved their own capabilities to avoid the adversary taking advantage.25 But facing 
such a scenario, allies have incentive to drag their feet and delay improving their military capabilities to 
prevent U.S. withdrawal.26 
 
This sequencing problem makes a “graceful exit”—one where allies seamlessly do more as the United States 
does less—difficult. To offset allies’ incentive to delay force improvements in the hopes of forestalling U.S. 
withdrawal, retrenchment must either be executed swiftly and decisively or, if done gradually, must be 
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credibly committed to. Doing so is difficult, as withdrawal plans may be derailed either by external events or 
internal opposition, as in the case of Jimmy Carter’s failed attempt to withdraw ground forces from South 
Korea.27 But by building internal consensus and publicly committing to following through, leaders may be 
able to make retrenchment more credible. For example, even though Carter’s withdrawal plan was thwarted 
by opposition from within his administration and Congress, along with revised estimates of North Korean 
military strength, the South Koreans worried enough to substantially increase defense spending in part 
because Carter had promised withdrawal during his campaign.28 
 
Conditionality poses three challenges of its own. The first is that allies may not view U.S. threats of 
abandonment as credible. This may in some cases be beyond American control, reflecting allies’ 
assessments of U.S. interest in their survival. But it may also be the result of American behavior, including 
pro-alliance rhetoric intended to reassure allies.29 Joe Biden, for example, frequently refers to U.S. 
commitments as “sacred.”30 
 
The second is that allies may expect that the United States will simply abandon them after they have made 
sufficient investments in self-defense. If they believe their burden-sharing will simply facilitate U.S. 
withdrawal, they are more likely to refuse. The solution to this challenge is the inverse of retrenchment’s 
sequencing problem: to conditionally promise that the United States will not abandon the partner if it 
assumes more responsibility for its own defense.31 
 
Finally, conditionality requires frequent renegotiation. Changing circumstances, including shifts in allies’ 
willingness and ability to fulfill previous burden-sharing targets and in U.S. desire for greater allied 
contributions, can upend previous bargains. Because allies know that any bargain struck is temporary, and 
because they cannot be sure the United States will not continue to escalate its demands over time, they may 
wish to dig in their heels to deter future demands.32 Long-term use of conditionality may also tempt allies to 
view U.S. threats as bluffs. 
 
As detailed above, there is a good deal of empirical evidence that both retrenchment and conditionality can 
be effective in stimulating burden-sharing, though there is little evidence that directly compares the two. In 
general, however, the two approaches are likely to be similarly effective because they share a similar 
precondition for effectiveness: that allies perceive a sufficient level of external threat. Neither retrenchment 
nor conditionality is likely to persuade countries that do not face a compelling threat to their security.  
 
Of course, threat plays a dual role when it comes to burden-sharing. If the threat level is too high, then the 
United States may be unwilling to abandon allies for fear of allowing adversaries to make a serious bid for 
regional hegemony. The situations most conducive to burden-sharing, then, are those where allied 
perceptions of threat exceed those of the United States.33 
 
There are cases where one of the two strategies may be preferable. Retrenchment’s advantages are that it 
generates urgency, does not rely on allies believing in its credibility, and does not require frequent 
renegotiation. More so than conditionality, retrenchment decisively shifts the burden of defense onto allies 
and leaves little ambiguity about U.S. willingness to follow through. 
 
Retrenchment may thus be particularly effective in two kinds of cases. The first are those where allies doubt 
the credibility of U.S. threats—for example, if an ally overestimates its strategic value or the amount of 
support it has in U.S. domestic politics. The second are those where the threat environment is benign. In 
such cases, even though allies are unlikely to invest more in defense if the United States withdraws, 
retrenchment may sow the seeds for future burden-sharing. That is, the United States can withdraw while 
the environment is favorable, giving allies incentive to adapt as the security environment changes and 
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avoiding a future scenario in which it attempts to withdraw after the security environment has already 
deteriorated and allies have failed to adapt due to its protection. 
 

RETRENCHMENT AND CONDITIONALITY COMPARED 
 

 
 
There are also cases in which conditionality may be nearly if not equally effective—particularly those where 
allies have a powerful, proximate adversary. In such cases, the disadvantages of conditionality relative to 
retrenchment narrow, as the urgency of the external threat makes arming more attractive even if the United 
States does not retrench. This is especially true for allies that border their adversary by land due to the risk 
that they might be invaded and lose substantial amounts of territory or even independence before the 
United States intervenes.34 Similarly, if allies view U.S. threats of abandonment as maximally credible, then 
conditionality may yield results similar to retrenchment. 
 
Ultimately, the two strategies’ effectiveness is likely similar in most cases. Indeed, a mixed strategy that 
combines elements of both may be able to offset some of the challenges of each. Allies may be more likely 
to take U.S. threats of abandonment more seriously after a partial troop withdrawal, for example. The United 
States had a great deal of success encouraging South Korea to move toward self-reliance during the 1970s 
by withdrawing the Seventh Infantry Division in 1971 and wielding threats of more withdrawals.35 
 

EVALUATING BURDEN-SHARING’S RISKS 
 
Attempts to solicit burden-sharing are not costless or without risk. A skeptic might offer at least three 
critiques. The first is that these approaches might fail to meaningfully encourage allies to invest in self-
defense. Second, these approaches might succeed, but in doing so cede influence over U.S. allies. Third, 
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efforts to pass the conventional defense burden onto allies may undermine efforts to curtail nuclear 
proliferation. I evaluate each in turn. 
 

THE RISKS OF FAILURE 
 
The first risk is that efforts to encourage allied burden-sharing via either conditionality or retrenchment may 
fail. Of the two strategies described above, the consequences of failure are likely to be magnified by 
retrenchment, which may embolden and enable an adversary to make a serious bid for regional hegemony 
that ultimately draws the United States back in under less favorable circumstances.36 
 
Failure to arouse burden-sharing might stem from two sources. First, allies might be unwilling to invest in 
defense to the extent that they do not perceive a compelling external threat to themselves or elect to buck-
pass in the hope that their neighbors will bear the costs of deterring or fighting potential regional 
hegemons.37 Second, allies might be unable to balance an aspiring regional hegemon to the extent that it 
can overpower them even if they invest in defense and act collectively. 
 

BUCK-PASSING, BALANCING, AND BANDWAGONING 
 

 
Restrainers tend to advocate that U.S. allies work together to balance against local threats rather than buck-passing to 

the United States. 
 
The extent to which either condition holds likely varies by region. It is far from clear whether any conceivable 
adversary has the capacity to achieve hegemony in key regions, particularly in Europe. European NATO 
members dwarf Russia in the size of their economies and populations, and Russia has struggled to invade 
Ukraine despite its size advantages. This makes further expansion attempts unlikely in the short term, and 
even in the long term its capacity to sweep across the continent is limited given sufficient European efforts. 
 
Chinese regional hegemony in Asia, in turn, is also unlikely, though not necessarily impossible. China is 
surrounded by capable neighbors, including Japan, India, and South Korea, as well as geographic barriers to 
conquest in the form of mountains and ocean. Nevertheless, while likely weaker than them collectively, it is 
stronger than its neighbors individually, and differing threat perceptions across regional states make forming 
a balancing coalition more difficult.38 But those perceptions would almost surely change if China began 
engaging in serial conquest, and the same features of the region’s geography that make balancing less 
likely—vast distances coupled with the difficulty of projecting power over water—also make rapid Chinese 
conquest more difficult. 
 
In both regions, but especially in Europe, the greater threat is of limited conquest rather than regional 
hegemony. Waging a defensive war that keeps Russia from advancing into Central Europe may not require 
vast increases in European defense capabilities beyond what is currently on offer.39 In a large multilateral 
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alliance like NATO, however, different threat perceptions in Western versus Eastern Europe raise questions 
about Western Europe’s willingness to invest in sufficient military power and act collectively to defend 
NATO’s most vulnerable members—particularly the Baltic countries of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania.40 This, 
in turn, raises questions about the ultimate credibility of NATO’s Article 5 if the United States attempts to 
pass more of the defense burden onto European members of the alliance.41 In Asia, the comparable 
scenario would be a Chinese attempt to seize Taiwan or impose a fait accompli over maritime claims in the 
East and South China Seas. Scholars and practitioners debate both the difficulties and merits of U.S. 
intervention in all of these cases, and it is beyond this paper’s purpose to resolve those debates.42 
 

NATO-EUROPE VS. RUSSIA 
 

 
U.S. retrenchment is unlikely to cause serious problems in Europe where European nations are more than capable of 

balancing against Russia. 
 

THE RISKS OF SUCCESS 
 
The second potential risk is not that efforts to encourage burden-sharing will fail and risk adversary 
expansion, but rather that such efforts will succeed and reduce the United States’ ability to influence allies’ 
behavior. The United States has in some cases attempted to leverage partners’ security dependence to 
secure a variety of policy concessions, including maintaining relatively open markets to U.S. goods and 
services and participating in U.S. sanctions regimes.43 To the extent that allies no longer receive U.S. 
protection—or have no need for it—the United States has fewer channels with which to shape allies’ 
behavior.44 
 
The degree to which alliances allow the United States to exert influence over allies has been the subject of 
substantial debate among scholars.45 It is likely that in some cases, security guarantees offer the United 
States leverage that allows it to ask favors of its partners. But this is true only if it chooses to exercise that 
leverage; unwillingness to do so undermines the influence alliances might otherwise offer. Also, to the extent 
the United States pursues more modest aims, as proponents of grand strategies of restraint or offshore 
balancing advocate, there are fewer issues over which the United States needs influence.46 For example, the 
United States often relies on allies to host its military forces and participate in its foreign military operations, 
as in Iraq and Afghanistan.47 But with less ambitious policy objectives, its need for such leverage would 
decline.  
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Moreover, there are three factors that likely mitigate the amount of influence loss from burden-sharing. The 
first is the threat environment. When allies are receptive to U.S. burden-sharing pressure because they 
perceive a high level of threat, their need for external support is likely to remain high, giving the United 
States future opportunities for influence should it elect to use them.48 The second is interest alignment. The 
United States does not need to exercise influence if allies are already likely to act in accordance with its 
preferences. 
 
Third, to the extent that interests do not align, Washington has other sources of leverage in key issue areas, 
including trade and other aspects of economic policy. Among the most notable is the size of the U.S. 
economy, which constitutes the largest market in the world for partners looking to export. The size and 
diversity of the U.S. economy makes access to its market an attractive bargaining chip—though, as with 
alliances, one that the United States must have a credible threat of withholding to effectively wield.49 It also 
affords the United States the luxury of being less dependent on foreign trade.50 
 

THE NUCLEAR DIMENSION 
 
Finally, in a scenario where allies assume more of the conventional defense burden, there may be questions 
about the sustainability of the U.S. nuclear umbrella. The United States has historically used its alliances to 
limit the spread of nuclear weapons, both by reducing allies’ need to acquire them and by wielding threats to 
abandon allies if they pursued them.51 
 
If allies are asked to shoulder most if not all of the conventional burden for defending themselves and 
become more capable of doing so, they may question the credibility of U.S. nuclear guarantees. At the same 
time, the United States may question the wisdom of threatening nuclear war when it has less influence over 
the use of conventional force.52 
 
But it is not necessarily inevitable that shifting more of the defense burden onto allies would cause a nuclear 
proliferation cascade. Total withdrawal that includes folding the U.S. nuclear umbrella would increase the 
risk of proliferation the most. But even in this scenario, allies would still face many hurdles to proliferation—
most notably the risks of sanctions and preventive attack.53 
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THE U.S. NUCLEAR UMBRELLA 

 
Around 30 countries are considered to be under the U.S. nuclear umbrella. 

 
Especially in NATO, it is at least conceivable that the British and French arsenals could serve as a partial, 
temporary backstop. France has historically declined to participate in NATO nuclear planning, part of a 
broader position of NATO skepticism that included withdrawal from the alliance’s military command from 
1966–2009.54 That position is not necessarily permanent and may change in the event of a U.S. withdrawal. 
Despite initially championing the pursuit of a negotiated settlement with Russia over Ukraine, for example, 
French President Emmanuel Macron took a more hawkish tone as continued U.S. military assistance came 
into doubt, suggesting in 2024 that deploying NATO troops to Ukraine should not be ruled out.55  
 

LIVING WITH BURDEN-SHARING’S RISKS? 
 
U.S. resources are scarce, and attempts to maintain presences in Europe, East Asia, and the Middle East 
have spread them thinly. Deployments of air and naval assets in the Mediterranean in the wake of ongoing 
conflicts in Europe and the Middle East have periodically left the United States without a carrier presence in 
the Western Pacific.56 More broadly, the United States faces munitions shortfalls for assets useful in all three 
regions.57 
 
Beyond deploying existing capabilities, the United States also faces constraints on its capacity to procure 
future capabilities. Competing domestic priorities make raising revenue or cutting non-discretionary 
spending difficult. When budget cuts do occur, they tend to fall hardest on discretionary spending, including 
defense, as in the case of sequestration during the early 2010s. Otherwise, the United States runs 
substantial budget deficits, and has accumulated a debt burden that surpasses 120 percent of its GDP and 
continues to rise.58 
 



ACHIEVING BURDEN-SHARING: RETRENCHMENT VS. CONDITIONALITY 

11 DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES  

The United States’ ability to keep spending this way is an open question amidst concerns about inflation, 
which can be exacerbated by deficit spending, and higher interest rates, which make debt more expensive. 
Even when funds are available, production constraints in the U.S. defense industrial base limit the speed 
with which assets and munitions can be produced.59 
 

U.S. SOVEREIGN DEBT SINCE THE COLD WAR 
 

 
The United States’ sovereign debt stood at about $35.5 trillion in 2024 or about 123 percent of GDP, a stark increase 
since the end of the Cold War. 
 
If it is serious about burden-sharing, the United States will need to cope with its risks when they cannot be 
avoided. Relying on Europe to assume the lead in NATO to compensate for a substantially diminished U.S. 
role, for example, raises questions about the defense of the alliance’s Eastern Flank.60 The United States 
may be able to shape its allies’ arming decisions, but its ability to do so is constrained by its allies’ threat 
perceptions. Ultimately, if Western Europe is not willing and able to defend Eastern European NATO 
members, which are far closer to them than they are to the United States, it is not clear how sustainable 
NATO’s security guarantee will ever be if the United States has any intention to prioritize its scarce 
resources. 
 
Similarly, in some cases, the United States may simply need to learn to live with less deferential allies that 
are more capable of acting alone. Historically, U.S. policymakers have been willing to sacrifice some burden-
sharing in the hopes of maintaining influence. But this preference is not a given.61 Ultimately, the value of 
lost influence is largely in the eye of the beholder. Those with a more expansive view of U.S. global interests 
and what the United States should want from its alliances are less likely to favor encouraging allies to 
develop enough capability to become independent than those who take a more limited view of what 
alliances are for. For advocates of burden-shifting and a grand strategy of restraint, greater autonomy among 
U.S. allies is a feature, not a bug. 
 
The issue of nuclear proliferation is perhaps the most difficult and sensitive. A strict division of labor where 
the United States provides a nuclear umbrella but offers little-to-no promise of conventional assistance while 
allies supply the conventional forces but have no access to nuclear weapons may be sustainable at least for 
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a time. Particularly in Europe, NATO may be able to lean on the French and British arsenals, provided they 
are willing to employ them for extended deterrence.  
 
If not, however, there are few obvious solutions. One might be nuclear sharing. But short of giving nuclear 
weapons to allies outright, this would in turn continue to implicate the United States in the defense of allies, 
but with less control over outcomes than it has now or than it would even in a scenario where U.S. 
conventional forces withdraw but the nuclear umbrella remains intact.62 
 
The other is to accept some amount of proliferation, as has been advocated by some scholars and 
practitioners.63 This has some historical precedent. Most notably, the Eisenhower administration hoped that 
selective proliferation might offer the United States an opportunity to retrench from Europe. But the Soviet 
reaction—culminating in the Berlin Crises of 1958 and 1961—ultimately led the United States to embrace 
nonproliferation.64 If selective proliferation is the route that American policymakers choose, they will need to 
be prepared for the possibility that adversaries will do everything they can to prevent proliferation by U.S. 
allies around their borders—including perhaps Germany, Poland, South Korea, and Japan.65 
 
The preceding discussion has implications for how the United States might approach burden-sharing in 
Europe and East Asia, two regions with a high concentration of treaty allies and which are home to Russia 
and China. Of the two regions, retrenchment poses fewer dilemmas for the United States in Europe, where 
conditionality is also less likely to be effective than in Asia.  
 
In the short term, U.S. drawdowns are unlikely to trigger Russian expansionism into NATO countries given its 
ongoing invasion of Ukraine. In the long term, Europe has far greater capacity to balance Russia alone than 
China’s neighbors do. Similarly, given NATO geography, U.S. attempts at conditionality are likely to be far less 
effective in motivating burden-sharing beyond Eastern Europe, where perceptions of threat from Russia are 
far higher.66 Germany’s vaunted post-Ukraine foreign policy turning point (Zeitenwende) has disappointed in 
large part due to a lack of perceived urgency.67 
 
But there is no silver bullet for soliciting burden-sharing. The effectiveness of both approaches depends 
heavily on the external threat environment. In difficult cases, even retrenchment is likely to fail. 
Conditionality may work just as well as retrenchment in comparatively easier cases and may be more 
attractive to risk-averse policymakers unwilling to drastically alter the status quo. Nevertheless, 
conditionality offers temporary solutions that must be continually renegotiated, and its effects may wane 
with use.  
 
Ultimately, preferences for retrenchment or conditionality are likely to depend on far more than their effects 
on burden-sharing. Observers disagree in their level of risk tolerance, which risks they view as more salient, 
and about the value of alliances and need for burden-sharing in the first place. This paper’s goal is not to 
settle these disputes, but rather to inform them. 
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