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Summary

Since 1945, the United States has pursued its interests in part through 
the creation and maintenance of international economic institutions, 
global organizations including the United Nations and G-7, bilateral 
and regional security organizations including alliances, and liberal 
political norms that collectively are often referred to as the “interna-
tional order.” In recent years, rising powers have begun to challenge 
aspects of this order. This report is based on a RAND project, entitled 
“Building a Sustainable International Order,” that aims to understand 
the existing order, assess its status and current challenges, and recom-
mend future U.S. policies.

The study has produced multiple reports and essays.1 Other analy-
ses in the study have defined the order, assessed its current status, and 
pointed to alternative structures for future world orders, as well as 
evaluating the approaches of specific countries to the order. The pur-
pose of this report is very specific: to evaluate the order’s value—to 
assess its role in promoting U.S. goals and interests, as well as shared 
global objectives.2 To answer the question of the order’s value, we first 

1 These are available at the project website: 
www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/international-order/publications
2 The authors acknowledge the strong support of Seth Jones, director of the International 
Security and Defense Policy Center of the RAND National Security Research Division, 
during the course of this project. We are also grateful to the sponsor, the Office of Net 
Assessment, U.S. Department of Defense, for making the research possible. And we appreci-
ate the helpful comments of James Dobbins and Charles Glaser, our peer reviewers, as well as 
the earlier, more informal comments provided by Lisa Martin and William Wohlforth. Full 
responsibility for the contents of this report lies with the authors.

http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/international-order/publications
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had to define the components of the order that we proposed to evalu-
ate for possible value to U.S. interests. We then reviewed broad assess-
ments of the order, as well as detailed empirical work on its specific 
components.

Defining the Order

Many treatments of the postwar order focus on its primary  
institutions—the United Nations, the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade and World Trade Organization system, the U.S. alliance 
structure, the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, the G-7 
and G-20, and the hundreds of subsidiary organizations, treaties, and 
conventions of the institutional order. Those elements embody a criti-
cal component of the postwar order, but we find that two other ele-
ments must be included to understand its true importance. One is the 
level of identifiable multilateral collaboration that has come to char-
acterize many state interactions in a globalizing era. The other is the 
emergence of an implicit community of largely like-minded, order-
producing states at the core of world politics. Taken together, these 
three components—the institutional order, the demonstrated propen-
sity toward multilateral action, and the core group of states—compose 
what we mean in this report by the postwar order.

Measuring the Order’s Effects—and Value

Evaluating the effects of the postwar order is a challenging task. Many 
factors conspire to produce the results sought by the order—global 
economic growth, peace and stability, democratization—and it can be 
difficult to separate out the effect of specific institutions or actions. 
Scholars have tried to do so with regard to particular elements of the 
order, such as human rights treaties and environmental agreements, 
but many of these studies are either highly conditional or disputed by 
other studies, or else they simply end up highlighting the role of many 
independent factors in generating outcomes.
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As a result, our research in fact suggests that the components of 
the postwar order can only have significant effects when pooled with 
other factors, ranging from U.S. power to supportive international 
opinion to associated macroeconomic trends. Our approach therefore 
emphasizes the complementarity among variables rather than the unique 
effect of specific factors.

The question then is whether the role of the order has been impor-
tant at all—whether it is simply window dressing on outcomes that 
would have emerged in any case. To answer that question, we reviewed 
multiple sources of evidence. The foundation of the research was a review 
of hundreds of studies assessing the effects of specific components of the 
order, such as trade treaties or human rights conventions. We used data 
and trends gathered in earlier studies to make our own assessments of 
causal links between elements of the order and key U.S. goals. Our ear-
lier work on the relationship of key countries to the order provided infor-
mation on the public statements and private views of major countries. 
And we continued to conduct background dialogues to elicit expert 
judgment from U.S. officials who have attempted to promote U.S. inter-
ests in the context of the overarching order, gathering evidence from 
people who have worked at the intersection of the order and U.S. policy 
to assess whether the two are complementary. The resulting analysis pro-
duced five major findings.

Finding 1: The Postwar Order Offers Significant Value to 
U.S. Interests and Objectives

A combination of quantitative evidence, case studies, and expert val-
idation suggests that the postwar order has had important value in 
legitim izing and strengthening U.S. influence and institutionalizing 
and accelerating positive trends. This report surveys three specific issue 
areas: economic affairs, security affairs, and norms and values. Within 
these three areas, the report identifies 14 categories of value, outlined 
in Table S.1. In each case it cites quantitative and case-based evidence 
for the causal relationship between elements of the order and positive 
outcomes.
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The order has such value for the United States in part because its 
outcomes strongly support the goals and processes of the U.S. grand 
strategy. When considering the benefits of the postwar order, the 
whole is in fact greater than the sum of the parts: the collective effect 
of the order has limited but important influence over the preferences 
and behavior of states. Examples that can be verified with case-study 
or empirical evidence include the influence of the order’s multilateral 
sensibility, both within alliances and more broadly; the gravitational 
effect of an integrated global market and the conditions for member-
ship of its leading institutions; and the role of long-term normative 
socialization. Taken together—and again, combined with the role 
of other factors, such as U.S. power and global trends—the postwar 
order has created a form of dynamic equilibrium in the international 
system that has promoted stability and reduced uncertainty.

Table S.1
Categories of Evaluation

Postwar International Order: Categories of Value Assessed

Security Affairs

• The norms and preferences of the core group of states change the risk  
calculus for potential aggressors

• Military alliances deter regional conflict
• Conflict resolution institutions help avoid or end conflicts
• Peacekeeping activities share the burden of global peace enforcement
• Nonproliferation institutions and norms constrain weapons of mass destruction

Economic Affairs

• Lowered trade barriers from global, regional, and bilateral treaties
• Interaction with domestic interest groups to promote liberal economic values
• Institutional and normative engines of effective response to economic crises
• Efficiency and innovation gains through standards, agreements, and networks
• Material and nonmaterial attraction of the predominant economic core

Norms and Values

• Norms, institutions, and expectations of the order promote the rule of law
• Norms and institutions constrain international criminal activities
• Advancing transparency and anticorruption initiatives
• Promoting human rights through the normative context created by conventions 

and treaties
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Finding 2: Specifically in Quantifiable and Return-on-
Investment Terms, the Order Contributes to Outcomes 
with Measurable Value and Appears to Have a Strongly 
Positive Cost-Benefit Calculus

Beyond the qualitative factors referenced in the first finding, we also 
evaluated the possible quantitative, measurable value of the order. We 
assessed ten illustrative issues and located the best estimates available 
for their economic value—whether avoiding protectionism, secur-
ing allied support for conflicts, or controlling piracy. In each case we 
offered a judgment, based on historical comparisons, of a potential 
counterfactual scenario absent the existence of the order in order to 
help understand the causal relationships.

As with all estimates of the order’s value, it is difficult to distin-
guish variables associated with the order from other factors. We have 
assessed cases in which it is possible that the order, while not the sole 
variable, is responsible for some proportion of the value. The result is 
necessarily suggestive and cannot be precise, but the sum total of value 
is significant. In each of these examples, we find specific causal evidence 
that the elements of the order were either a necessary condition or a 
strongly contributing variable to realizing this value. To the extent that 
the institutions, relationships, norms, and implicit communities of the 
order have played a necessary role in avoiding even one of these major 
negative outcomes, the value dwarfs the investments the United States 
makes in the order.

Finding 3: The Postwar Order Represents a Leading 
U.S. Competitive Advantage

The U.S.-led order has served as an important source of U.S. com-
petitive advantage in the postwar world. This is not to suggest that the 
order has disproportionately benefited the United States as opposed 
to others, though some empirical work suggests that this may indeed 
be true in several narrow issue areas, such as the degree of influence 
in international organizations. More broadly, though, it could be 
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argued that the order has benefited others more than America. It has, 
for example, created a context in which some states have experienced 
faster and longer-lasting economic growth than the United States. As a 
result, relative U.S. predominance has gradually declined. It has com-
mitted the United States to bearing a disproportionate share of the 
global burden of security, allowing other states to enhance investments 
in nondefense areas.

But the postwar order—and the associated U.S. grand strategy—
was never designed to keep relative advantage over friends and partners. 
It aimed to nurture multiple reservoirs of stability and values in the 
international system beyond the United States as a way of creating a 
context in which U.S. interests would be safer. The competitive advan-
tage provided by the postwar order thus comes not in terms of relative 
advantage over others but rather in the support it has provided to the 
overall U.S. grand strategy. It has created a context in which others 
would be more likely to support U.S. efforts than they would otherwise 
have been. As the leader and sponsor of a multilateral order, the United 
States has not been merely another great power: It has been the architect 
of a system of mutual advantage. This simple fact has carried significant 
geopolitical advantage.

Specific institutions have worked alongside U.S. diplomacy to 
achieve U.S. objectives. Alliances and partnerships have fueled burden 
sharing. Norms promulgated by the order provide reference points to 
hold states accountable to progress in specific directions. The result has 
been a safer, more stable, and more prosperous world, which has trans-
lated into a smaller burden for U.S. national security policy.

By providing a vision of a better world, one shaped by the United 
States and reflecting its values but representing an aspiration for the 
world community, the postwar order has also lashed U.S. power to 
a broadly endorsed purpose. This legitimizing function has had ben-
efits for the United States. Most notably, it has meant that few if any 
states have perceived a need to undertake classic balancing of American 
power—thus potentially saving the United States tens of billions of 
dollars in additional defense expenditures that would have been neces-
sary had others sought to balance its power more aggressively.



Summary    xv

Finding 4: If the United States Wants to Continue to Lead 
Globally, Some Form of Order Is Vital

If the United States were to adopt a radically different global posture—
for example, a form of retrenchment—the cost-benefit equation of a 
shared order might change. Even in that case, some components of 
the order—such as a multilateral economic system—would remain 
useful in protecting U.S. vital interests. But an important finding of 
this analysis is that if the United States wants to continue to lead glob-
ally, a functioning international order is indispensable. Without the 
benefits and legitimacy conferred by such an order, vibrant U.S. lead-
ership would likely become financially and strategically unaffordable.

Finding 5: A Functioning Multilateral Order Will 
Be Essential to Deal with Emerging Security and 
Economic Issues

The report looks ahead to the security and economic issues likely to 
dominate the U.S. agenda in coming years, including managing stable 
strategic competitions, dealing with climate change, building a more 
just economy, and engaging in counterterrorism. It concludes that the 
United States would have greater difficulty in addressing the risks to its 
security and prosperity in such issues outside the context of an effec-
tive multilateral order. More broadly, we find that at a time of growing 
rivalry, nationalism, and uncertainty, a functioning multilateral order 
will be essential to provide stabilizing ballast to an increasingly unruly 
global environment.

Conclusion

These findings represent a qualified but still powerful endorsement of 
the essential American conception of its role in the world. Support 
for a form of world order, both as an instrumental tool to safeguard 
American interests and as a collective effort to shape a better future, is 
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part of the American ethos. While the form of the U.S. global role has 
evolved, these principles have reflected a particularly American expres-
sion of international interests. That the postwar variety of this endeavor 
has measurably contributed to those interests reemphasizes the continu-
ing relevance of this quintessentially American vision.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Skeptics of multilateralism and international institutions, in both poli-
tics and academia, have raised fresh doubts about the value of the post-
war international order for U.S. national interests. Whether in terms 
of the global set of alliances, the United Nations system, the postwar 
trade architecture, or arms control and climate agreements, critics are 
calling into question what the United States has gained from its inter-
national engagement and the set of institutions, treaties, and conven-
tions it has helped establish since 1945. These doubts are interwoven 
with a new populist sensibility that is skeptical of international norms, 
agreements, and institutions.

This study is one part of a larger RAND project, entitled “Build-
ing a Sustainable International Order,” which aims to understand the 
existing order, assess its status and current challenges, and recommend 
future U.S. policies. Other analyses in the study have defined the 
order, assessed its current status, and pointed to alternative structures 
for future world orders, as well as evaluating the approaches of specific 
countries to the order. The purpose of this report is very specific: to 
evaluate the order’s value—to assess its role in promoting U.S. goals 
and interests, as well as shared global objectives. To answer the ques-
tion of the order’s value, we first had to define the components of the 
order that we proposed to evaluate for possible value to U.S. interests. 
We then reviewed broad assessments of the order, as well as detailed 
empirical work on its specific components. Because of the wide range 
of issues to be examined, and the availability of existing empirical 
research, this analysis represents a survey of existing research rather 
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than an effort to generate new data in a few narrow areas. It also ben-
efits from discussions, as part of the larger project, with current and 
former U.S. officials and representatives of international organizations.

In one sense, given the broad record of the last 70 years, the case 
for the postwar order’s value seems obvious. It has coincided with the 
acceleration of global trends of hugely positive value for U.S. and shared 
global interests: the explosion of an unprecedented degree of prosper-
ity; the emergence of a period of great-power peace and the continued 
decline of interstate conflict as a tool for resolving disputes; the emer-
gence of dozens of major and minor forums through which states have 
coordinated joint responses to collective security issues; and the contin-
ued growth (until the last few years) of the level of global democracy, 
as well as what has been termed a global “human rights revolution.” 
Many sources we consulted, and former officials with whom we spoke, 
agreed on a basic, overarching theme: It is very difficult to imagine the 
impressive postwar trajectory of growth, democratization, and relative 
stability without the supporting architecture of an institutionalized 
multilateral order. Figure 1.1 highlights the broad correlations between 
postwar positive trends and the ways in which a multilateral order has 
helped to bring them about.

Yet the relationship between these outcomes and the order could 
be nothing more than coincidence. Other factors could be solely 
responsible for these historic achievements: U.S. power has guaran-
teed the peace in key regions, while globalization and productivity 
gains have been responsible for economic advances. Institutions, some 
believe, embody states’ self-declared interests and assist states in achiev-
ing them. They do not change the conception of those interests.1

Attempting to evaluate the value of the postwar international 
order is a complex undertaking, because that order contains too many 
different components to be measured in simple terms. Answering the 
question demands that we assess military alliances, multilateral treaties 
and conventions, international organizations (both formal and infor-
mal), the effectiveness of specific rules associated with that whole archi-

1 Von Stein, 2005.
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tecture, and the effect of sometimes unwritten norms in shaping state 
behavior. No single indicator, or small set of them, will provide an 
unequivocal measurement.

Based on a review of the complex evidence that is available, 
our research suggests that the postwar order has made significant 
contributions—in particular by reinforcing other factors, such as 
U.S. power and macroeconomic trends—in achieving U.S. goals. This 
analysis points not to the independent causal value of the order but 
rather to how well it has achieved specified goals in combination with 
other instruments of statecraft.

This assessment of the value of the postwar order relates its bene-
fits to a specific U.S. grand strategy—the theory of deep global engage-
ment that, in one form or another, has characterized U.S. strategy 

RAND RR2226OSD-1.1
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since 1945. If the United States were to adopt a radically different 
global posture—for example, a form of retrenchment—the cost-benefit 
equation might change. Even in that case, however, some components 
of the order—such as a multilateral economic system—would remain 
useful in protecting U.S. vital interests. But an important finding of 
this analysis is that if the United States wants to continue to lead glob-
ally on multiple issues and in multiple regions, a functioning inter-
national order plays a critical role in reducing the costs of that role 
and the potential reactions to it. Without the benefits and legitimacy 
conferred by such an order, vibrant U.S. leadership on anything like 
the current model would likely become financially and strategically 
unaffordable.

This is true in part because the U.S.-led postwar order has allowed 
the United States to retain a disproportionate effect in rule setting 
while fashioning a legitimate international order of institutions and 
rules that helped to stabilize world politics. The postwar order, in other 
words, allowed the United States to pursue two key goals—safeguarding 
U.S. interests and using international collaboration as a means of solv-
ing problems—in mutually complementary ways.2 This pattern was 
evident on a wide variety of issues, from international trade policy to 
human rights conventions to nonproliferation.3

Our analysis also suggests that the multilateral order has served 
as an important—and perhaps the overriding—source of U.S. com-
petitive advantage in the postwar world. Specific institutions have 
worked alongside U.S. diplomacy to achieve U.S. objectives. Alliances 
and partnerships have fueled burden sharing. Norms promulgated by 
the order provide reference points to hold states accountable to prog-

2 Ikenberry, 2001, 2011; Gilpin, 1983; Ruggie, 1993.
3 See, for example, Foot, MacFarlane, and Mastanduno, 2003. There is also reason to 
believe that the United States gains indirect influence through its role in such institutions. 
James Vreeland has offered some of the most compelling evidence that the UN Security 
Council provides “private benefits” to the permanent five members, especially the United 
States. Vreeland’s work also suggests that influence transfers across institutions: Powerful 
states can use leverage from one international organization (the UN) to gain greater voice in 
another (such as the International Monetary Fund [IMF]). This networked influence can be 
achieved by secondary powers, but the United States has been the dominant practitioner of 
the strategy (Lim and Vreeland, 2013; Vreeland and Dreher, 2014).
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ress in specific directions. The result has been a safer, more stable, and 
more prosperous world, which has translated into a smaller burden for 
U.S. national security policy. And by providing a vision of a better 
world, one shaped by the United States and reflecting its values but 
representing an aspiration for the world community, the postwar order 
has lashed U.S. power to a broadly endorsed purpose.

It is important to stress, however, that other work in this proj-
ect makes clear that the balance between U.S. predominance and 
the order’s legitimacy is changing.4 An overly self-interested vision of 
an order will be counterproductive. The bargain struck in the West 
after 1945—to accept an American-dominated order in exchange 
for U.S. protection and the promise of shared economic markets and 
prosperity—is fraying, because many more states are demanding a 
larger voice in the operation of the order. The United States must 
increasingly share operation of the order to keep it legitimate.

But the essential connection at the heart of the order, the relation-
ship between U.S. interests and a multilateral vision, remains highly rel-
evant. Our findings constitute an endorsement of the essential Ameri-
can conception of its role in the world.5 Support for a form of world 
order, both as an instrumental tool to safeguard American interests and 
as the hope for a better future, is part of the American ethos. While the 
form of the U.S. global role has evolved, these principles have reflected 
a particularly American expression of international interests since the 
founding of the republic. That the postwar variety of this endeavor has 
measurably contributed to those interests and that hope—alongside the 
necessary parallel contributions of U.S. power and predominance and 
positive global economic and political trends—points to the continu-
ing relevance and importance of this quintessentially American vision.

4 Mazarr, Cevallos, et al., 2017.
5 Ruggie, 1994, pp. 554–555.
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CHAPTER TWO

Defining the Postwar International Order

The concept of international order has various meanings. An order, 
we argued in an earlier report for this project, “is a stable, structured 
pattern of relationships among states that involves some combination 
of parts, ranging from emergent norms to rule-making institutions to 
international political organizations or regimes.”1 An order is differen-
tiated from the more general concept of an international system by this 
settled, structured character. G. John Ikenberry similarly defines an 
order as a set of “governing arrangements between states, including its 
fundamental rules, principles, and institutions.”2

This is not meant to imply that an order is unchanging—both 
orders and systems evolve over time. In a purely definitional sense, 
however, an order refers to organizing mechanisms or structures that 
can exist in a larger, international system that may be more or less 
chaotic, anarchic, or evolving. Given such understandings of the con-
cept of order, we sought to compare the value of the postwar order 
not to complete anarchy but rather to a hypothetical postwar world 
with many of the same systemic features (a Cold War followed by a 
period of U.S. predominance, along with many other aspects of the 
system) but lacking the defining components of a structured order— 
institutions, norms, rules, and (as will be argued later) patterns of multi-
lateral cooperation and an emergent international community of states 
committed to the norms of the order. We are measuring the value of 

1 Mazarr, Priebe, et al., 2016, p. 7.
2 Ikenberry, 2001, p. 23.
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the order, in other words, against an alternative case of a similar world 
without that order.

In the narrowest sense, then, in this report we are concerned with 
the effects on state behavior and long-term outcomes in international 
relations of the specific normative and institutional elements of the cur-
rent pattern of relationships—what might be called the “institutional 
order.” The institutional order includes such elements as the baseline of 
international organizations—including the United Nations system and 
U.S. alliances—that provide forums for collective dialogue and action 
and for managing key issues such as financial stability; the large set of 
multilateral treaties, agreements, and conventions establishing rules 
of the road on issues ranging from trade to human rights; and net-
works of informal organizations and networks. In a longer-term sense, 
it also incorporates the socialization effects and norms of behavior that 
arise in connection with the emergence of the first three elements of 
the institutional order.

This study sought to evaluate the ways these institutions, and 
associated rule sets and emergent norms, have affected the preferences 
and behavior of states. At the same time, the full character of the post-
war order reflects two aspects beyond a list of its major institutions. 
First, it embodies the broader principle of multilateralism that has long 
characterized the U.S. vision of world politics. As John Gerard Ruggie 
has defined it, a multilateral order “embodies rules of conduct that 
are commonly applicable to all countries,” rather than discriminatory 
ones. It recognizes shared interests among states and offers mecha-
nisms for “joint action.” It reflects some degree of collective security, 
as well as “a commitment to national self-determination and universal 
human rights.”3 The value of the order lies in part in the potential sig-
nificance of this larger vision, and the degree to which actual events 
have achieved part of its promise.

Another characteristic of the postwar order beyond its list of insti-
tutions, rules, and norms lies in the core group of like-minded states, 
a group whose interests converge sufficiently on a number of issues 
for it to reflect a critical mass of power and purpose in the interna-

3 Ruggie, 1994, pp. 556–557.
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tional sphere. The institutional order has become the connective tissue 
for a group of largely like-minded states, built around the core set of 
value-sharing democracies.4 This group has gradually come to reflect 
an embryonic and incomplete form of international community, whose 
basic preferences converge on several major points, such as a belief in 
the risks and costs of aggressive or selfish action. The result has been 
the emergence of a critical mass of countries that create a gravitational 
pull with disproportionate global influence. When combined with con-
ditions for joining the core group, this situation can affect preferences 
and behavior.5 This analysis does not make the case that this informal 
coalition at the heart of the order will survive, only that its influence 
has helped to produce the outcomes of the postwar order. Other stud-
ies in the project contend that sustaining the effect of this gravitational 
core should be a primary focus of U.S. strategy.

When we seek to measure the value of the postwar order, there-
fore, we are looking to the combined effects of three components of 
that order:

• its specific institutions, rules, and norms (the institutional order)
• the ways in which the principle and practice of multilateralism 

shape world politics
• the attractive and sometimes coercive influence of the predom-

inant collection of value-sharing states that represent the core 
membership of the order.

The true effects of any international order can only be understood 
by considering this fusion of components—the institutional order, the 
principles of state conduct it reflects, and the combined preferences of 
the community of states that compose its membership. These three ele-
ments taken together are what should be understood as the prevailing 
global order.

4 See Mazarr, 2017.
5 Snyder, 2013a, p. 219.
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CHAPTER THREE

Measuring the Influence of the Order

Any analyst hoping to assess the value of the postwar order immediately 
confronts a methodological problem. In an environment as complex as 
international politics, how can we hope to separate out the effect of 
specific institutions or actions? Scholars have tried to do so with regard 
to particular elements of the order, such as human rights treaties, using 
both regression analyses, which aim to distinguish among variables, 
and case research, which tries to discover the unique basis for specific 
actions in particular cases. But many of these studies are either highly 
conditional or disputed by other studies, or else they simply highlight 
the role of many independent factors in generating outcomes. Measur-
ing the ways the order has effects beyond the sum of its parts is espe-
cially difficult.

We do not argue that the order’s elements have had independent, 
binding effects on the behavior of states. Indeed, our research suggests 
that the components of the institutional order can only have significant 
effects when pooled with other factors, ranging from U.S. power to 
supportive international opinion to associated macroeconomic trends.1 

1 This approach has much in common with the “defensive realist” conception of the role of 
institutions and multilateralism—or, as Charles Glaser has phrased it, “contingent realism.” 
The concept holds that institutions emerge to reflect, not control, state preferences—but that 
cooperation can be an effective form of self-help, and the elements of a multilateral order can 
flourish to the degree state interests allow. A key question is under what conditions self-help 
would generate cooperation—a question, our analysis would suggest, that the multilateral 
order can help influence. Our approach does place more emphasis on the potential value of 
institutions as catalysts to help realize the value of latent cooperative possibilities. See, for 
example, Glaser, 1994–1995, esp. pp. 57–60, 81–85; and Glaser, 2010.
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The question then is whether, given those other factors, the role of 
the institutional order has been important at all—whether it is simply 
window dressing on outcomes that would have emerged in any case.2

The array of empirical and case-study research consulted for this 
analysis points to at least three major factors helping to shape post-
war outcomes, reflected in Figure 3.1: U.S. power (and for much of 
the period, predominance); the effects of positive political and eco-
nomic trends, such as democratization, economic liberalization, and 
technology-fueled productivity growth; and finally, the influence of 
the postwar order—its institutions, its organizing principles, and the 
gravitational effect of its value-sharing community of nations.

The resulting causal model therefore emphasizes the complemen-
tarity among variables rather than the unique effect of one factor alone. 
It readily acknowledges that the postwar order was only possible, and 
was only associated with the positive political and economic outcomes 
of the postwar era, because it aligned with the effects of U.S. power 
and broad global trends. Such a causal model can produce few clear-cut 
statistical findings: The relationships are too complex and the variables 
too numerous to allow easily measurable conclusions. But a combina-
tion of empirical evidence, case studies, and expert validation suggests 
that the various components of the order have had important value in 
legitimizing and strengthening U.S. influence and institutionalizing 
and accelerating the positive trends.3 One such example is reflected in 
the text box that describes the ways in which a shared order creates a 
legitimizing mantle for U.S. power and reduces the degree of power 
balancing against the United States.

This approach does create significant challenges, however, when 
attempting to measure the value of the order on its own terms in objec-

2 Lisa Martin and Beth Simmons have argued that “productive new lines of research emerge 
if we accept that institutions are simultaneously causes and effects; that is, institutions are both 
the objects of state choice and consequential” (Martin and Simmons, 1998, p. 743). That is 
precisely the approach we take in this study, viewing the postwar institutional order as fully 
designed to serve existing state interests—but important nonetheless. We are interested not 
so much in whether the order has value in a generic sense, and we have looked for evidence 
suggesting how specific elements of order, or the order as a whole, have done so. This distinc-
tion is made in Hafner-Burton, von Stein, and Gartzke (2008, pp. 176, 179–180).
3 See, for example, Ruggie, 1982, pp. 381–383.
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NOTES: NPT = Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons; IAEA = 
International Atomic Energy Agency; PSI = Proliferation Security Initiative.
RAND RR2226OSD-3.1

U.S. Power

U.S. extended deterrence
guarantees, coercive threats

International 
Order

NPT, IAEA, UN resolutions,
informal networks (PSI)

Global Trends

Rise of democratic
states, declining conflict

Sample Issue Area:
Nonproliferation

Figure 3.1
Postwar International Politics: Explanatory Variables

tive, quantifiable terms. We deal with this challenge in three ways, an 
approach reflected in each of the major sections that follow on catego-
ries of value. First, we have reviewed, and this report cites a number of 
examples of, the extensive empirical literature that traces specific effects 
to key institutions of the order, such as alliances or the General Agree-
ment on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and World Trade Organization 
(WTO). Second, we off er cases of the basic dynamic outlined earlier—
the way in which elements of the order work hand in glove with other 
factors to produce beneficial outcomes.
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Legitimizing U.S. Power—and Forestalling Hard Balancing

Henry Kissinger argued in his most recent book, World Order, that 
“any system of world order, to be sustainable, must be accepted as 
just.”4 Power without moral legitimacy will create antibodies and 
eventually fail; morality without power is ineffectual. It was partly 
out of recognition of this fact that the architects of the postwar U.S. 
national security strategy embedded U.S. power in a shared order: 
They created a justification for the United States to undertake a 
global leadership role. U.S. power has been legitimized by the pur-
pose of a shared multilateral order.

The result has arguably been one of the cardinal reasons that 
the order confers a competitive advantage on the United States: For 
much of the postwar world, it has been viewed as operating in ser-
vice of the values and norms of the order. The United States stands 
for something beyond the exercise of power, something of tangible 
benefit to other countries—a claim that competitors such as China 
cannot make.

This legitimizing function has had very specific benefits for the 
United States. Most notably, it has meant that, even throughout 
most of the post–Cold War period of U.S. predominance and the 
absence of other threats, few if any states have perceived a need to 
undertake classic balancing of American power. The reason, as the 
political scientist Robert A. Pape explains, is not merely a U.S. pre-
ponderance of power in classic realist terms. It is that “until recently 
the United States enjoyed a robust reputation for nonaggressive 
intentions toward major powers and lesser states beyond its own 
hemisphere. Although it has fought numerous wars, the United 
States has generally used its power to preserve the established politi-
cal order in major regions of the world, seeking to prevent other 
powers from dominating rather than seeking to dominate itself.”5 
Nesting its power in the justifying context of a shared order has 

4 Kissinger, 2014, p. 8.
5 Pape, 2005, pp. 9, 18–21.
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Third and most speculatively, we have attempted to assign spe-
cific return-on-investment values to ten sample activities or outcomes 
associated with the order. In order to do this, we have identified, in 
each major area, several examples of issues or events on which the insti-
tutional framework, specific processes of multilateral coordination or 
active cooperation, or the dominant core group of states of the order 
has come into play: for example, the global reaction to Saddam Hus-
sein’s 1990 aggression against Kuwait or the collective response to the 
2008 financial crisis. We then offer a very limited suggestion of a coun-
terfactual case: What might have happened in the absence of the insti-
tutions, multilateral sensibility, and core coalition of the order? Finally, 
we examine potential costs of the difference between the two. These 
estimates are necessarily based on judgment, but they provide at least 
an entry point to understanding the return on investment provided by 
the order.

Another complication is that various institutions of the order 
have differing records of success. Some, such as the UN Human 
Rights Council, have proved highly problematic. Others, such as the 
IMF and World Bank, can point to numerous successes—but also 
provoke a spirited debate about the overall effect of their policies. No 
single verdict can encompass the varying outcomes produced by dis-
tinct institutions. We have kept such constraints on the available evi-
dence firmly in mind in our review of the potential value of the order.

potentially saved the United States tens of billions of dollars in addi-
tional defense expenditures that would have been necessary—and 
possibly hundreds of billions of dollars needed to fight additional 
wars—had other leading states sought to balance its power more 
aggressively.
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CHAPTER FOUR

How Do Orders Have Impact?

In order to measure the value of the postwar order, we drew on work 
from an earlier report in this project to conceive how orders may theo-
retically achieve effects and add value.1 Drawing on research in politi-
cal science and political theory, that report suggested four such mecha-
nisms, summarized here. Empirical work and theory in political science 
suggest that orders can have value in a number of powerful ways.

One is by providing a mechanism to allow functional, rationally 
directed cooperation on issues of common interest. Especially in an 
increasingly interlinked global system, states naturally have a growing 
number of shared interests and goals, from economic stability to envi-
ronmental health. Institutions can serve this function in a number of 
ways—they can “lengthen the shadow of the future, facilitate linkages, 
and monitor and implement agreements.”2 This version of the role of 
institutions has been called “contractual institutionalism” or “rational 
functionalism” and is a narrower and less idealistic way of conceiv-
ing the role of institutions.3 Such institutions can facilitate coopera-
tion through a host of mechanisms: reducing transaction costs of coop-
eration, defining coordination points where collaboration can occur,4 
building physical capabilities to tackle problems or share information, 

1 Mazarr, Priebe, Radin, and Cevallos, 2016.
2 Rathbun, 2011, p. 243.
3 Weiss, 2015, p. 1222.
4 Martin and Simmons, 1998, pp. 744–745.
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creating habits and expectations of reciprocity,5 and promoting learn-
ing by member states and participating individuals.6

Second, international orders gain much of their power by build-
ing on domestically grounded interests in the member states. In this 
sense an order is an outgrowth of state interests, not the cause of them.7 
It should therefore come as little surprise that international orders can 
achieve effects in the way that they become integrated with domes-
tic interests and interest groups.8 International institutions can project 
their influence through domestic constituencies in a number of specific 
ways.9 They can infuse beliefs and norms, affect the standard operating 
procedures of domestic agencies, serve as rallying points for domestic 
interest groups to advance their positions, and become integrated into 
domestic law.

Third and in a longer-term sense, the institutional order can also 
have effects through socialized norms, beliefs, and taken-for-granted 
understandings in shaping behavior.10 Our assessment of the value of 
international order does not presume a “strong” version of the socializa-
tion hypothesis. That is, we do not assume that international interac-
tions automatically produce positive socialization effects with decisive 
influence over state preferences or behavior. Nonetheless, there is strong 
empirical support for some degree of socialization as a by-product of 
a shared order. By shaping the essential worldviews and preferences of 
key actors, socialization processes represent arguably the most power-
ful long-term influence an order can have.11

5 Regimes do not substitute for fundamental perception of reciprocity but can “reinforce 
and institutionalize it.” They can “delegitimize defection and thereby make it more costly” 
(Axelrod and Keohane, 1985, in Oye, 1986, pp. 249–250).
6 Martin and Simmons, 1998, p. 735.
7 Haggard and Simmons, 1987, pp. 499, 515–517.
8 Martin and Simmons, 1998, pp. 732, 735, 738; Moravscik, 1997, p. 537. For an  
EU-specific analysis of this model, see Walsh, 2001.
9 Cortell and Davis, 1996.
10 Checkel, 2005, p. 804.
11 Ikenberry and Kupchan, 1990.
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Research over the last several decades has produced impressive 
evidence for the effects of socialization processes. As Alastair Iain John-
ston has argued, some degree of socialization is almost inevitable when 
actors participate in shared institutions. They simply cannot emerge 
without being altered in some way.12 Empirical studies demonstrate 
the effect on opinion over time.13 Studies have pointed to the effect of 
socialization within specific countries integrating into the order, partic-
ularly China.14 Key elements of international law have become social-
ized as taken-for-granted processes and principles.15

Fourth and finally, there is a rich theoretical literature on the sys-
temic effects that can arise in international politics. One is the emer-
gence of a critical mass of roughly aligned countries with dispropor-
tionate global influence. This effect is most pronounced in economic 
affairs: If countries representing a dominant component of global 
GDP form an economic order, as occurred after 1945, other countries 
will face a simple choice of joining or losing out on the world’s lead-
ing markets and sources of capital. When combined with conditions 
for joining the core group, this situation can affect preferences and 
behavior: A functioning international order does not change interests 
but can shape the context for states’ deciding on the best strategies to 
achieve them. There is therefore the potential for a “massive gravita-
tional sphere” at the heart of the postwar order—one that, as the text 
box that follows suggests, helps to establish a favorable reference point 
for national competition.16

12 Johnston, 2001. See also Buzan, 1993, p. 335; the emergence of rules, he argues, inevita-
bly produces some degree of international society.
13 Bearce and Bondanella, 2007.
14 Johnston, Social States (2007), offers an in-depth analysis of this socialization effect in 
China.
15 “As transnational actors interact,” Harold Koh has argued, “they create patterns of behav-
ior that ripen into institutions, regimes, and transnational networks.” These interactions 
produce norms that become internalized in domestic law and fully “enmeshed” with inter-
national legal regimes. See Koh, 1996–1997, p. 2654.
16 Snyder, 2013a, p. 219.
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Establishing the Reference Point for Competition

Our research suggests that the postwar order has played an espe-
cially critical role in shaping the behavior of states by creating the 
reference point for national competitive advantage. Our evalua-
tion of the order’s value did not begin with an assumption of natu-
ral affinity of interests among states. If states are seeking relative 
advantage in a competitive international system, what role can the 
institutions, norms, and rules of a shared order play in shaping their 
preferences and behavior?

One way in which they can do so is by defining the nature of 
competition, an effect that we find evident in both statements of 
leaders and governments of major powers and the behavior of those 
states, especially since the late 1980s. Put simply, the postwar order 
has shaped the lens through which states interpret the requirements of 
effective rivalry. Through a combination of a dominant gravitational 
core in the international economy and a critical mass of leading, 
value-sharing democracies, and through the association of both 
with a limited but specific set of firm rules (such as nonaggression) 
and long-term aspirations (such as liberal values), the order has laid 
out the necessary direction for states hoping to compete effectively. 
States must join international economic institutions, participate in 
global markets, gain access to capital and technology, undertake 
reforms to provide good governance, and avoid blatant violations of 
several key norms. One example comes from the ranking systems 
set up by international institutions—they become the focus of com-
petition, with national leaders hoping to move up the lists.

As in all of these measures of value, the postwar order has not 
had this effect alone. The requirements for effective competition 
have also been demonstrated by long-term evidence for the innova-
tive and adaptive value of liberal societies, for example, and have 
been affected by advances in technology. But the order—the grav-
itational core of leading, value-sharing market economies; global 
networks of finance and business; and the thick web of rules and 
institutions that govern international economic exchanges—has 
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Another systemic effect is related but distinct: The role of status 
considerations and mutual recognition can provide an important con-
straint on behavior.17 States seek status for a number of reasons, partly 
for power considerations (because high status levels are assumed to be 
associated with greater influence) but also for reasons of pride and pres-
tige.18 The gravitational pull of an order can achieve part of its effect 
through this mechanism: A state acquires status and prestige by being 
a member in good standing of the prevailing order. As the preceding 
text box suggests, a coherent international order establishes the refer-
ence point for competition, and in so doing sets key standards against 
which states will be judged in the assessment of their status, and thus 
achieves some degree of leverage over the preferences and behavior of 
those states. The regimes and institutions of such an order can also 
“help to facilitate cooperation by making it both easier and more desir-
able to acquire a good reputation.”19

17 Johnston, 2001, p. 492; Keohane, 2002, p. 8; Larson and Shevchenko, 2010. See also 
Lebow, 2014.
18 Johnston, 2001, pp. 490, 500–501.
19 Axelrod and Keohane, 1985, in Oye, 1986, p. 250. The other side of this coin is the urge 
to avoid stigma, or a perception of deviance from international norms.

played a critical role in defining the avenues to national prosperity. 
In this way, the postwar order shapes the preferences of states seek-
ing relative competitive advantage.

There is abundant evidence that these aspects of the order 
have affected state behavior. The evidence emerges in the state-
ments of senior leaders endorsing the essential message of inter-
linked economies—such as Chinese president Xi Jinping’s 2017 
comments at Davos. It comes from national economic behavior as 
states integrate into trading regimes. It comes from dozens of cases 
of reforms undertaken to align state governance and economic 
standards with the global demands. And in the broadest sense, it 
emerges in the long-term positive trends in areas such as trade inte-
gration and rule of law.
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As with all the theoretical ways in which order can influence 
state preferences and behavior, there are limits to this effect. Status 
considerations cannot explain many actions of states that sometimes 
flout international norms in ways that will impair, not enhance, their 
membership-based prestige.20 Status considerations in regard to mem-
bership groups always compete with self-defined interests. In order for 
reputational effects to work, moreover, participants in an order have 
to understand what counts as rule breaking.21 Nor is it clear that this 
unifying effect will survive the transition to a more multipolar order: 
China, Russia, and others intent on greater influence are attempting to 
establish competing institutions, norms, and rules as a legitimate basis 
for status and legitimacy.

Taken together, these mechanisms provide important ways in 
which an order can come to reflect a whole whose impact is signifi-
cantly greater than the sum of its parts. The question is to what degree 
the actual postwar order has realized these theoretical possibilities. 
That is the topic to which we now turn.

20 See, for example, Betts, 2012.
21 Johnston, 2001, pp. 501–502.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Measuring Value: International Economic Issues

Measuring the value of the postwar institutional order demands an 
appreciation of the goals the United States has sought in regard to that 
order. Elements of order are best viewed as means, not ends: They are 
tools that can serve U.S. and shared international interests. It is critical 
to understand the nature of U.S. objectives when evaluating the effec-
tiveness of elements of order in promoting them.

For the purposes of this study, looking at the history of order-
building projects beginning in the 1940s, we have argued that the 
United States has sought four leading objectives. These are the bench-
marks against which we measure the order’s value:

• Promote prosperity by creating a supportive context of trade and finan-
cial integration, economic stability, and development. Both the order’s 
geopolitical components and its economic institutions have encour-
aged the prosperity of participating states in various ways, from 
encouraging trade integration to stabilizing financial markets.

• Prevent major power conflict and manage competition. The order 
must provide a mechanism to integrate and moderate the policies 
of major powers that might otherwise end up as revisionists—and 
if that effort fails, to deter and contain their ambitions.

• Facilitate collective action to achieve meaningful progress on shared 
challenges. The postwar order has helped to catalyze action in a 
number of ways: by providing institutions that reduce the trans-
action costs of cooperation, encouraging the rise of nongovern-
mental networks of action, and providing overarching normative 
support for collective action.
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• Promote liberal values and democracy. Treaties and conventions on 
human rights, support for democratic institutions, and humani-
tarian intervention are examples of the postwar order’s liberal 
character.

We assessed the potential value of the order in relation to these 
four broad objectives, in three issue areas—international economics, 
international security, and liberal norms and values. Each of the next 
three chapters examines one of these issue areas, and we begin here 
with international economics.

Origins and Purpose of the International Economic Order

The postwar institutional order rests on a foundation of core economic 
institutions, beginning with the GATT and WTO and later including 
the World Bank and IMF. But the economic order must be conceived 
in broader ways than mere treaties and institutions. It has also reflected 
shared views of the global economy and joint goals, such as monetary sta-
bility and openness. It has institutionalized and then built on the gravi-
tational force of a core group of liberal market economies. It has spurred 
and then reflected a dense network of relationships among financial offi-
cials and experts, many grounded in ideas developed in similar schools 
and postings. These more informal bonds have often been as important 
in achieving tangible results as formal institutional pathways.

The postwar economic institutions were designed to underwrite 
a vision of nondiscriminatory, liberalized trade and to provide consul-
tative processes and mechanisms that would stabilize flows of trade 
and capital. Christina L. Davis and Meredith Wilf have argued that 
“those who created the post–World War II trade regime sought to 
establish rules that would prevent the kind of breakdown of the eco-
nomic order that occurred in the 1930s.”1 Partly as a result, this post-
war institutional order also reflected a growing normative momen-
tum, first within the West and then globally, for the superiority of 
liberal economic systems. That trend never produced a complete 

1 Davis and Wilf, 2015, p. 380.
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agreement; rebellions against the liberalizing demands of the “Wash-
ington Consensus,” and the IMF’s often austerity-based conditions 
for financial support, have been a consistent feature of international 
economic affairs since 1945. The order’s leading states never embraced 
a totally liberal or laissez-faire approach but rather reached a compro-
mise designed to achieve substantial free trade while still respecting 
key domestic interests.2

There are therefore limits to the sources of value for the post-
war economic order. Some scholars perceive the postwar economic 
institutions as ineffective because they have not been able to prevent 
catastrophic international or multinational financial crises.3 Another 
common critique of the IMF and World Bank is that they often “get it 
wrong,” meaning that their policy guidance has in several cases proved 
to be misguided—particularly on the subjects of privatization and 
liberalization of financial markets.4 Empirical studies have generated 
mixed evidence about whether trade regimes alone have boosted levels 
of trade among participating states5 or enhanced economic output 
among participating states.6 These debates are extensive and intense, 
and we could not begin to resolve them for the purposes of this analy-
sis. We therefore must look at evidence for and against the value of the 
international economic order independent of a fundamental verdict on 
the efficacy of the IMF or the World Bank.

Even with this qualification, our research indicates that the post-
war order has had significant economic value, working alongside the 
other dominant postwar trends. “Multilateralism,” the economist 

2 This is the essential compromise that Ruggie refers to as “embedded liberalism.” See 
Ruggie, 1982, pp. 385–388.
3 Helleiner, 2010, p. 629.
4 Bhargava, 2008, p. 405. See also Milner, 2005, pp. 833–837; and Barro and Lee, 2003. 
They contend that participation in IMF programs depresses growth, investment, the rule of 
law, and democracy.
5 A. Rose, “Do We Really Know That the WTO Increases Trade?,” National Bureau of 
Economic Research Working Paper 9273, October 2004. Rose’s work has sparked a wide 
range of responses, but the debate is sufficiently balanced that we do not include increased 
trade as a central value measure of the postwar order.
6 For a recent argument in favor of welfare gains but that cites contrary literature, see Gan-
elli and Tervala, 2015.
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Anne O. Krueger has argued, “has been the key to the huge economic 
successes of the past half-century.”7 Table 5.1 describes the specific 
contributions of the postwar order in the context of other variables—
such as the domestic economic, trade, and monetary policies of states; 
the productivity gains from technology; and U.S. influence—to help 
underwrite growth and trade in ways that have served U.S. interests.8 
The components of the order are not uniquely responsible for these 
benefits, but they have played an essential supporting role.

Lowering Trade Barriers and Forestalling 
Protectionist Outcomes

The architects of the postwar order had one leading purpose in mind: 
avoiding the self-interested, beggar-thy-neighbor protectionism that had 
helped to bring on the Great Depression.9 In service of this concern, the 
economic order’s various agreements, beginning with the GATT, have 
created a treaty framework for lowering tariffs and nontariff barriers 
among participating networks. The baseline goal of the postwar eco-
nomic order—forestalling new rounds of self-destructive trade behav-
ior such as competitive devaluations and tariffs—has been achieved. As 
economics professor Richard E. Baldwin has concluded, the GATT’s 
initial purpose was “to establish a rules-based world trading system 
and to facilitate mutually advantageous trade liberalization. . . . Both 
goals have largely been achieved,” with the rule-based WTO system 
now “almost universally accepted and respected by its 163 members” 
and tariffs on average below 5 percent on most trade. “In the main, the 
WTO can claim ‘mission accomplished,’”10 in terms of establishing a 
shared international economic order whose rules help stabilize patterns 
of trade and other forms of economic interaction.

7 Krueger, 2006.
8 We include such a table in each of the following sections to explicitly recognize the 
manner in which the elements of international order work alongside other factors.
9 A brief history of the series of protectionist surges that characterized the late 19th century 
through the 1920s can be found in World Trade Organization, 2007, pp. 35–49.
10 Baldwin, 2016, pp. 95, 111.
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Table 5.1
Value of the International Order: International Economics

U.S. Objectivesa

• National prosperity in part through stable and fair global economic system
• Strong global growth rates
• Free trade and global trade integration
• Progress in less developed areas
• Avoid and mitigate economic crises

Contributing Factors

Leading Trends

• Technology advances aiding productivity
• Neoliberal reforms in key economies accompanied by supporting fiscal and 

monetary policies
• Population growth in developing countries

Role of U.S. Power

• Attractive and coercive role of desired access to the dominant U.S. market
• U.S. leverage and coercion promoting liberal reforms
• U.S. extended deterrence guarantees and military presence providing stability in 

key regions and setting the stage for growth

Elements of the Postwar Order

• A stable trading regime, including lowered trade barriers from global, regional, 
and bilateral treaties

• Interaction with domestic interest groups to promote liberal economic values
• Institutional and normative engines of effective response to economic crises
• Efficiency and innovation gains through standards, agreements, and  

networks
• Material and nonmaterial attraction of the predominant economic core

Evidence for Effects of Order

• Quantified tariff and nontariff barrier reduction; mixed but still significant 
evidence for increased global trade

• Use and compliance rate of WTO dispute mechanism
• Role of institutions, and case studies of national attitudes, in responding to 

crises
• Reforms undertaken by aspirants desiring membership in order’s institutions 

(WTO, NAFTA, EU, etc.)
• Qualitative assessment of effect of gravitational core of order

NOTES: NAFTA = North American Free Trade Agreement; EU = European Union.
aWe recognize a complex cause-and-effect relationship among a number of these goals. 
Many of them can be considered sub-sets of the first, most fundamental objective, 
of national prosperity. But each of the others listed here have other purposes as well: 
Global growth helps ease the basis for civil conflict and protectionism, for example, and 
trade integration promotes interdependence.
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The order has played a useful role in preserving these gains.11 
During economic downturns, states perceive powerful incentives to 
pursue seemingly self-interested trade restrictions. In order to prevent 
such a cascade of protectionism during lean times, “an international 
economic regime underpinning and enforcing multilateralism in inter-
national transactions is vital.”12 There is some evidence, in fact, that 
during post-1945 crisis periods, states imposed fewer protectionist 
measures than would have been expected given historical experience.13

An institutionalized order can achieve these results in a number 
of ways. Beyond their specific requirements in terms of tariff reduc-
tions and other trade openings, these agreements—measured in terms 
such as reduced tariff barriers and active collaboration to resolve 
problems—have had important signaling effects. They pointed to a 
shared direction and rallied leading economic powers to pursue liber-
alization.14 The principles of the postwar economic order “fostered a 
self-reinforcing pattern of cooperation and success.”15

11 The economic journalist Paul Blustein, generally skeptical of the role of international 
institutions, nonetheless concludes, based on extensive dialogues with global economic offi-
cials, that “for all its faults, the WTO is a crucial linchpin of stability in the global economy” 
and continues to play its critical role as “the current embodiment of the multilateral system 
that was established after World War II to prevent a reversion to the trade policies of the thir-
ties.” Blustein, 2009, p. 11.
12 Krueger, 2006.
13 See, for example, Germain, 2009, p. 677, who, regarding the basic principles of free trade 
and market function in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, argues that “what is interesting 
about all the discussions surrounding how to fix the world’s financial system and upgrade its 
associated regulatory apparatus is that nowhere are these principles being directly challenged.”
14 This is the real importance of the GATT, at least in its early years, suggests Douglas Irwin. His 
findings actually support doubts about the connection between trade agreements and levels of 
trade: The accord “does not appear to have stimulated a particularly rapid liberalization of world 
trade in the decade after 1947,” he suggests. After an initial bout of limited tariff reduction, the 
“GATT’s momentum suddenly stalled,” and even the tariff reductions that were accomplished 
were limited in their effect by other trade restrictions. “One is left with tremendous uncertainty 
about the precise role of the GATT in promoting economic recovery in Western Europe in the 
first decade after the war.” And yet the GATT did have two important benefits: It “set standards 
for state behavior which . . . at least created a reference point about the direction in which trade 
policies should be heading.” Giving the goal of liberalization “an institutional basis” helped to 
prevent “a drift in economic policies away” from those principles. Irwin 1994, pp. 127–128, 148. 
15 Baldwin, 2016, p. 106.
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The Overarching Effect of Order: Producing a 
Self-Reinforcing Equilibrium

Many analyses of the postwar order’s effects focus on single institu-
tions—asking whether an alliance deters war or a trade agreement 
boosts levels of trade. One of the main findings of our research 
is that an issue-specific lens does not capture the most important 
role of international orders. Their dominant effect emerges through 
broader causal mechanisms. One is that, through their agreements, 
rules, norms, and institutions, they establish a prevailing pattern or 
equilibrium that shapes expectations.

Dynamic equilibrium holds when negative feedback factors 
within an ecosystem are powerful enough to obstruct major trans-
formations. Such situations can be affected by the inputs to the 
reactions—the nature of the reactants. When systems are placed 
under stress, the behavior of their constituent parts changes, and 
equilibrium can be upset. Change, which is gradual and incremen-
tal under a dynamic equilibrium, can become sudden, discontinu-
ous, and devastating.

In this sense, the postwar order has contributed to an imperfect 
but still important form of dynamic equilibrium in which actors 
generally behave in constrained ways. The leading example is in the 
economic sphere. The interlocking set of trade agreements put in 
place after 1945, and the deepening process of global trade and eco-
nomic integration and collaboration, has contributed to an emer-
gent sense of a shared economic fate, the need to cooperate in deal-
ing with recessions and crises through such means as coordinated 
monetary policy, and the inability of nations to prosper in opposi-
tion to these established norms. The result is a form of equilibrium 
that has contributed in limited but important ways to long-term 
stability or improvement in many economic measures. This equi-
librium is being challenged in powerful ways today but remains an 
important legacy of the postwar economic order.

Such an equilibrium can have influence on potential causes 
of conflict by reducing the uncertainty inherent in the interna-
tional system. Uncertainty, especially about the intentions of other 
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states, is a major engine of the security dilemma that drives con-
flict.16 International orders mitigate this danger by furnishing 
greater predictability through their many institutions, rules, and 
norms. And the equilibrium that can emerge plays an especially 
crucial role in this sense by offering an expectation of predictable 
patterns of behavior.

This effect can be difficult to measure, because it embodies the 
combination of so many factors. We find evidence for it, however, 
in a number of places:

• repeated and consistent statements about the essential norms 
of the order, including nonaggression and cooperative secu-
rity, from national leaders and senior officials

• long-term stability in key measures of the status of the order in 
such areas as trade openness, economic freedom, transparency 
and corruption, and conflict

• the documented role of key institutions, treaties, and norms 
in dampening the potentially disruptive effects of crises and 
disputes.

The effect of such a dynamic equilibrium may be especially 
powerful in economic terms, where the self-interest of nations 
in the preservation of stability is especially strong. In the case 
of trade, research suggests that the multilateral regime put in 
place after 1945 created a commitment to tariff reduction that 
has established an equilibrium, one that has survived a number 
of major economic crises.17 The dense network of trade and eco-
nomic institutions, treaties, and norms creates an absorptive 
capacity to deal with negative feedback, dampening the possible 
implications of trade disputes and economic crises. This equilib-
rium has been of significant value to the United States.

16 See, for example, Rathbun, 2007.
17 See, for example, Clemens and Williamson, 2004.
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This established direction then gave a solid policy direction for 
states to trust, reducing uncertainty. Under what is known as “com-
mitment theory,” one purpose of trade agreements is to provide stable 
expectations of future returns to capital. This reduces the premium 
on constantly shifting investments into different sectors, preventing 
trade flows from becoming more erratic over time.18 One study sup-
ported the hypothesis of “self-enforcing” trade agreements based on 
the idea of mutual interest: Once locked into a beneficial trade regime, 
states hesitate to undertake large-scale protectionism because of the 
expectation of retaliation and the loss of benefits.19 There is significant 
evidence that global and regional trade agreements have indeed had 
these effects, providing rallying points for states to make commitments 
that they then must follow, helping to lock in trade gains. Research on 
NAFTA has similarly found that its institutionalized legal structure 
has helped to stabilize trade relations and disputes.20

The initial and foundational economic benefit of the postwar 
order, then, has been to institutionalize a relatively nondiscriminatory 
trade regime that has both created the opportunity of gains through 
trade and, even more importantly, avoided a descent into widespread 
protectionism, especially during economic crises. Elements of protec-
tionist and mercantilist behavior continue, and from time to time, 
especially during severe recessions, states have felt the need to reach for 
protectionist measures. But the order—working alongside U.S. influ-
ence and the consultative role of a predominant set of major trading 
states—has constrained these bouts with trade restrictions and contrib-
uted to a broadly stable global economic system.

The outcome of the postwar economic approach was “a quarter-
century-long period of rapid economic growth, greatly outperforming 
any prior period of comparable length in world economic history.”21 

18 Staiger and Tabellini, 1999. See also Staiger, 2004; Mansfield and Reinhardt, 2008; and 
Vannoorenberghe, 2012.
19 Bown and Crowley, 2013.
20 F. Abbott, 2000. This is distinct from stabilizing amounts or trends in trade; see A. Rose, 
2005.
21 Krueger, 2006.
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This result has many causes, not all of them related to the postwar 
economic order. But that order can be seen as a necessary, if not suf-
ficient, condition for this economic boom: It provided the basis for 
the accelerating trade that was a primary catalyst of growth, it helped 
to spread the open economic policies that underwrote growth, and it 
avoided discriminatory trade and economic policies that would have 
functioned as a drag on the system.

Mutually Reinforcing Interaction with  
Domestic Interests

Another mechanism by which the postwar economic order has been 
able to accomplish its goals is in the way it has interacted with domes-
tic interest groups to encourage liberalization and good governance. 
Domestic policy actors use international norms to advance their inter-
ests.22 One study found that domestic politics, rather than ideas or 
norms, is more responsible for converging interests and preferences that 
led to European monetary union behavior in the 1980s.23 Specifically 
in economic terms, this is a critical and well-demonstrated effect of 
trade agreements—to help national governments justify reforms aimed 
at acceding to the treaties, ward off domestic interests opposed to the 
reforms, and then lock in those changes over time.

One example is NAFTA’s role in encouraging and then lock-
ing in cementing reforms in Mexico. “NAFTA has been the funda-
mental anchor,” the head of the North American Development Bank 
has argued, “for reforms that make Mexico a more modern economy 
and open society.”24 Another example is IMF agreements, which some 
research suggests have been used to justify domestic reform pack-

22 Martin and Simmons, 1998, p. 732.
23 Walsh, 2001.
24 Quoted in Knowledge@Wharton, “NAFTA’s Impact.” See also Noland et al., 2016, 43, 
which concludes that NAFTA and Mexico’s accession to the Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Development “have served as ‘external anchors’ establishing international norms for 
Mexico’s reforms and encouraging the modernization of the country’s economic institutions.”



Measuring Value: International Economic Issues    33

ages.25 The same pattern has emerged globally—domestic interests that 
stand to benefit from free trade and nondiscriminatory economic prin-
ciples have used the existence of the order to gain clout within their 
own countries. The result has been to spread the effects of international 
rules into the domestic spheres of states.

Avoiding and Dampening Economic and Financial Crises

The combination of the order’s defining financial and monetary insti-
tutions and the formal and informal networks of coordination and 
collective action it has encouraged has helped to avoid and mitigate 
economic crises. This has been true in a number of specific IMF inter-
ventions, as well as some more systemic ones, such as the halting but 
eventually significant responses to the 1997 Asian financial crisis.26 
One prominent example of crisis avoidance came in Brazil in 2002, as 
noted in the following text box.

The most recent example is the behavior of leading countries 
during the 2008 financial crisis. Daniel Drezner has chronicled numer-
ous elements of the global institutional response to the crisis. He con-
cludes that “despite initial shocks that were more severe than those of 
the 1929 financial crisis, global economic governance responded in a 
nimble and robust fashion in 2008.”27 Key evidence for an effective 
response includes the following:28

• In terms of outcomes and effects, despite the fact that the initial 
drop was steeper in 2008, the recovery of the global economy was 
much more rapid than in 1929.29

25 Vreeland, 2003.
26 See, for example, Burton, 2007.
27 Drezner, The System Worked, p. 14.
28 These points are drawn from Drezner, The System Worked, pp. 31–38, 41–46, 140–141, 54.
29 See also Eichengreen and O’Rourke, 2010; and Eichengreen and O’Rourke, 2012. In 
their later post, they do admit that the recovery slowed significantly after two years and that 
policy responses to promote continued growth were lagging.



34    Testing the Value of the Postwar International Order

• Levels of global trade recovered relatively quickly and never 
dropped to the levels seen after the 1929 Depression. There was 
much less outright beggar-thy-neighbor protectionism. Drezner 
contends that institutions of economic governance “played a sig-
nificant role in this outcome,” specifically through the constrain-
ing effects of WTO membership, consultations in the G-20, and 
other means.

• Central banks coordinated their activities to offer stimulus to 
flagging economies and ease capital flows during the crisis.

• The IMF undertook more than $140 billion in new lending to 
inject stimulus into almost 20 countries.

• Through the G-20, governments consulted on plans for economic 
stimulus and spent over $2 trillion in 2008 and 2009 to fight the 
depressing effects of the recession.

• In the wake of the crisis, international financial regulators intro-
duced new rules, in the Basel III program, designed to prevent 
a recurrence of the crisis. Many experts found them to be inad-
equate, but they have made a difference—especially the revised 
capital requirements for banks, which offer the soundest buffer 
against financial crises.

• The United States and China offered important joint leader-
ship during the crisis, demonstrating that U.S. global influence 
remains quite considerable and that China was prepared to act as 
a responsible steward of the international economy.

The economist Andrew K. Rose agrees that the IMF responded 
rapidly and decisively to the crisis. It sought and received hundreds 
of billions of dollars in extra lending and pursued a response strategy 
that avoided the significant criticisms of its rough conditionality during 
the Asian financial crisis of 1997. And the IMF’s role “understates the 
development of the institutional fabric of the international economy,” 
since new initiatives such as the Financial Stability Forum have added to 
the world community’s response capability and the G-20 emerged as a 
meaningful actor at several effective conferences during the crisis. At the 
same time, the underlying norms of the order, including open and non-
discriminatory trade, prevented large-scale recourse to protectionism or 
predatory exchange rate policies, which consistently appeared in earlier
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International Institutions Working for U.S. Interests:  
The IMF in Brazil

During 2002 and early 2003, the Brazilian economy stood on the 
brink of default, in part because some of the candidates for presi-
dent in the upcoming elections were promising economic policies 
that risked capital exodus. Brazil held over $260 billion in external 
debt, and a default would have had major global implications, per-
haps sparking a contagion effect similar to the Asian financial crisis 
of the 1990s.

Stepping in to avert an imminent default, the IMF provided 
a loan of over $30 billion, which stabilized the Brazilian economy 
and “arguably helped avert a meltdown that would have slammed 
global markets from Manila to Istanbul.”30 The result held very spe-
cific advantages for the United States. U.S. banks held significant 
amounts of Brazilian debt, and bank stocks—and then the whole 
stock market—rose on news of the bailout. U.S. auto manufacturers 
had made significant investments in factories in Brazil and praised 
the stabilizing result. In Latin America, “stock markets in Brazil, 
Chile and even Argentina jumped briskly. Brazil’s battered cur-
rency, the real, strengthened nearly 4 percent against the dollar.”31 
Meanwhile, the George W. Bush administration used the program 
as a lever to extract promises of continued respect for IMF require-
ments from the various presidential candidates. By March 2005, 
Brazil was able to end its IMF agreement, having survived the scare 
and avoided a much more serious economic price.

Even this IMF program was hardly perfect. Brazil has since 
2005 slid into a new economic crisis from which it is struggling 
to extricate itself. Many underlying socioeconomic challenges 
remain unresolved. But the 2002 assistance package provides a 
specific example of cases in which the international economic 
order has avoided significantly worse outcomes and thereby sup-
ported U.S. interests.

30 Rogoff, 2006. See also International Monetary Fund, 2007.
31 Andrews, 2002.
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crises.32 At least in one case, we might reasonably argue that the institu-
tions and norms of the international order proved resilient, especially as 
compared to historical parallels.

Improving International Economic Coordination, 
Efficiency, and Innovation

The postwar economic architecture has offered numerous mechanisms 
to facilitate dialogue and information exchange and to coordinate poli-
cies. The institutions have reduced the transaction costs of coopera-
tion and provided ready-made and widely supported avenues for such 
coordination.

One example of such a mechanism is the twice-annual meeting of 
finance ministers, central bankers, and corporate and nongovernmen-
tal organization (NGO) heads that occurs under the auspices of the 
IMF and World Bank.33 These meetings provide a venue for sharing 
information and discussing options for promoting economic stability 
and growth. But their existence also prompts a range of bilateral meet-
ings to prepare for them, and the meeting has served as a model for a 
number of regional counterpart gatherings. In this way, a modest insti-
tution of international economic governance has significant spin-off 
effects in global governance.

Another important though often overlooked role of international 
economic institutions is to create a shared, rigorous, objective pool of 
economic data that can be used to assess the state of the global economy 
and design responses. Once states see where they rank on various indi-
ces, their leadership can respond with competitive drives to enhance 
their standing. This effect has emerged dozens of times—national lead-
ers or their key economic officials stating a determination to join the top 
ranks of global countries on some key metric, ranging from infant mor-
tality to transparency to credit ratings. In this sense an objective global 
set of data becomes the fuel for the gravitational effects of the order.

32 A. Rose, 2010.
33 See International Monetary Fund, 2017.



Measuring Value: International Economic Issues    37

The agreements and rules of the postwar economic order in the 
area of international finance have also helped to produce more-coherent 
and more-effective international financial markets. Financial regula-
tory harmonization is not straightforward or always efficient, Beth 
Simmons has found, but follows interactions between what she terms a 
“regulatory innovator” and the broader financial markets.34 The post-
war economic order has included a wide range of issue- and discipline-
specific institutions, norms, and practices that have helped to produce 
more-efficient economic relationships. These include transnational stan-
dards and professional groups in areas such as economics, accounting, 
finance, supply chain management, and more.35

In the process, the order’s dense network of state and nonstate 
institutions, rules, and norms has helped to facilitate economic rela-
tions and made business transactions more efficient, thus promoting 
growth and offering more opportunities for such positive outcomes as 
business innovation and supply chain efficiencies. These detailed, issue-
specific agreements could have taken place without a larger order, but 
they would have been less likely. In the process, postwar economic 
institutions have created mobilization points around which domestic 
interests favoring liberalized trade and integrated economic systems 
have been able to rally.

Building a Normative Basis for Stability and Growth

Finally and most fundamentally in the long term, the sum total of the 
economic order’s norms, rules, and institutions has created expecta-
tions and habits that stabilize the international economy, providing 
a sort of “institutional glue” that has helped hold the world economy 
together.36 The existence of an order with shared and understood rules 

34 Simmons, 2001.
35 For a study of one of these areas, see Arnold, 2009.
36 Former World Bank head Robert Zoellick has argued that institutions play an important 
role in such a process; apart from their discrete functions, they “also shape ideas” and “play 
a policy and catalytic role” (Ansley, 2017).
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and objectives has changed the preference calculus for states consider-
ing mercantilist behavior. Given the overwhelming predominance of 
the core group of value-sharing democracies, and the role of linked 
markets and investment firms making decisions based in part on 
geo political risk, states would have more difficulty achieving sustained 
economic growth without access to the capital, technology, expertise, 
and markets of this core group—and thus are subject to its conditions 
for membership.

Another way in which an institutionalized order spreads these 
norms is through the thousands of networks that exist among econo-
mists and economic policy officials. In global economic conferences, 
both official and unofficial; Track 2 dialogues; the rotational assign-
ment of national economic officials to international bodies like the 
IMF and World Bank; regional economic institutions and conferences; 
and hundreds more such interactions, the more diffuse elements of the 
global order contribute to mutual understanding and lay the ground-
work for agreements.

There are limits to this function of the order. States are often more 
persuaded by material threats and opportunities than by trade norms: 
One empirical study found that retaliatory threats were more power-
ful than normative obligations in securing adherence to WTO dis-
pute resolution outcomes.37 But there is evidence that trade agreements 
and other elements of the postwar economic order—while perhaps less 
important in determining outcomes than other economic variables 
such as macroeconomic policies—have had an important stage-setting 
function, in large part by defining the broad directions states need to 
move in order to compete in world politics. They “set standards for 
state behavior,” Douglas Irwin has argued in a study of the GATT, 
standards that “created a reference point about the direction trade poli-
cies should be headed.” In a related sense, he argued, the GATT helped 
ensure that countries would not rush to impose new tariffs and other 
protectionist measures once the initial round of trade liberalization 
took hold.38

37 Bown, 2004.
38 Irwin 1994, p. 27.
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This broad, precedent-setting, and principle-reinforcing function 
is arguably the single most important role of the postwar economic 
order. It created the criteria against which individual economic deci-
sions were judged and kept countries from readily turning to trade-
destroying measures during difficult economic periods. The same pro-
cess has generated a recurring focus on “good governance” and the rule 
of law as necessary complements to economic integration.39

And in this process, the multilateral economic order has played 
another role for the United States: providing an independent voice 
advocating for liberal economic policies—and often, taking the heat 
for those policies. In a range of economic crises since the early 1990s, 
the IMF has taken the lead in promoting and in some cases enforcing 
sometimes painful economic measures designed to restore stability to a 
specific country and prevent a larger destabilization of the international 
economy. Had it not been available to push the norms of a liberal eco-
nomic order in difficult times, the United States would likely have had 
to take the lead in doing so alone or with a small number of countries, 
exposing itself to the blowback from such interventions. In the promo-
tion of global economic norms, one role for international institutions 
is therefore to enforce rules and absorb the resulting ire of countries 
undergoing difficult transitions.

An excellent summary of the benefits of the institutions of a mul-
tilateral economic order can be found in a remarkable 1982 study by 
the Reagan administration’s Treasury Department. It highlighted three 
broad objectives the United States sought to promote in the order: the 
“development of a more secure and stable world through economic 
growth”; the promotion of a free and open trading system; and fulfill-
ing a “humanitarian concern with alleviating poverty.”40

The study, which focused on multilateral development banks 
(MDBs), concluded that U.S. participation contributed significantly to 
all three objectives—in addition to reaping side benefits, such as promot-
ing U.S. commercial interests, sharing the burden of global economic 
stability, and rallying support for U.S. policy goals within the banks. 

39 See, for example, Williams 2008.
40 U.S. Department of the Treasury, 1982, pp. 3–6.
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The report concluded that “continued U.S. participation in the MDBs 
is justified by the fundamental national interest in a more stable and 
secure world, which we believe can best be achieved in an open, market- 
oriented international system.” By encouraging movement in that  
direction, these institutions constitute “one of the major vehicles avail-
able for pursuing these U.S. economic and political/strategic interests.”41 
Our findings suggest that these basic conclusions remain valid in terms 
of the broader suite of postwar multilateral economic institutions.

Summary: The Economic Value of the Order

The economic benefits of the postwar order are obvious and signifi-
cant. In some cases, as with trade agreements to reduce tariffs, they 
have played a role in promoting additional economic prosperity. In 
other cases, the institutions and norms of the order provided a critical 
safeguarding role, preventing backsliding in the form of trade wars or 
competitive monetary policies. In the postwar era, global per capita 
GDP has shot up fivefold, from about $2,000 to over $10,000; during 
the same period, U.S. per capita GDP grew substantially as well, from 
roughly $15,000 to over $50,000. Our research supports the conclu-
sion that, while this incredible leap in global and U.S. prosperity is 
attributable to many factors, it would not have been possible to the 
same degree, or with as much consistency, without the institutions, 
rules, and norms of the postwar order.

41 U.S. Department of the Treasury, 1982, pp. 3–6.
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CHAPTER SIX

Measuring Value: International Security Issues

The components of the postwar order have also contributed to 
U.S.  foreign and national security policy on security-related issues. As 
Table  6.1 indicates, many factors have been responsible for the period 
of significant peace since 1945. Our argument is not that the order gen-
erated these outcomes on its own. Rather, as in the case of international 
economics, it has offered a number of specific tools and processes that 
have significantly enhanced the effect of U.S. strategy.

The Effect of a Predominant Reference Group on the 
Risk Calculus of Aggression

The first and perhaps most powerful manner in which the order has 
helped promote peace and security is the way in which the existence 
of a predominant membership group has changed the calculus of 
potential aggressors. When an international order links together a 
predominant set of countries into a broad partnership and even quasi-
mutual defense alliance, it can restrain aggression. While specific dis-
putes and aggressive actions may emerge, challenging the whole core 
coalition in the international system would be infeasible in classic 
great power terms.

In prior eras, a state coveting its neighbor’s territory or resources 
could often assume that other major powers would cast a blind eye 
toward aggression, in part because it was an expected tool in world 
politics. Even if some states might oppose the action, an aggressor 
could often split a highly varied and fractious set of leading powers, 
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ensuring that no dominant balancing force would emerge to confront 
the attack. The core set of leading status-quo powers at the heart of 
the current order has altered that dynamic: States considering large-
scale aggression now know that they would very likely face significant 
responses, whether economic, political, or military, from the majority 
of the world’s leading powers. Saddam Hussein discovered this to his 
surprise in 1990, and Russia has run into a lesser but still powerful 
degree of the same dynamic since 2014. The institutions, norms, and 
core community of the order have in this way created a powerful dis-

Table 6.1
Value of the International Order: International Security

U.S. Objectives

• Protecting the homeland
• Avoidance of aggressive wars
• Promoting stability in key regions
• Preserving key norms such as freedom of the commons

Contributing Factors

Leading Trends

• Integrated global market discourages and reduces the value of aggressive warfare
• Rise of democracy creates actors less likely to go to war with one another

Role of U.S. Power

• Global military predominance helps to deter major aggression
• U.S. extended deterrence contribution to alliances helps deter war in key regions
• Training, advisory, assistance, and other roles boost capacity of partner militaries

Elements of the Postwar Order

• The norms and preferences of the core group of states change the risk calculus 
for potential aggressors

• Military alliances deter regional conflict
• International institutions help avoid or end conflicts or rally responses to aggression
• Peacekeeping activities share burden of global peace enforcement
• Nonproliferation institutions and norms constrain weapons of mass destruction

Evidence for Effects of Order

• Empirical evidence of the effect of alliances
• Level of commitment of other states to peacekeeping activities
• Empirical evidence on relationship between conflict resolution institutions and 

peace
• Case examples of issues on which institutions catalyze common action or allow 

the United States to rally support for its goals
• Effect of norms in shaping behavior
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incentive to major aggression. To be sure, this effect has its limits—the 
global security coalition is more implicit than explicit, and its willing-
ness to enforce norms at the edges of the order is always in question.

A related systemic effect is the role of status and mutual recog-
nition as a form of constraint on confrontational behavior. A state 
acquires status and prestige by being a member in good standing of 
the prevailing order, which employs such status considerations to shape 
behavior. This effect admits many exceptions—such as states that act 
in rash or belligerent ways regardless of the status effects. Nonetheless, 
the postwar order has installed a critical mass of leading states that 
share a desire to impose a norm of nonaggression and that have few 
if any unresolved territorial ambitions. States considering large-scale, 
unprovoked aggression will confront a predominant power bloc oppos-
ing the action, in military or nonmilitary terms. This fact about the 
postwar order has benefited the United States by creating deterrent and 
shaping effects independent of U.S. power.

The Security Value of Alliances

A second component of the order that has contributed directly to the 
nonaggression norm has been the network of U.S. alliances, which has 
served as the centerpiece of the institutional order from the standpoint 
of national security affairs. Most countries have historically chosen to 
fight with allies out of a belief that it increases effectiveness.1 Institu-
tional alliances have arguably allowed the United States to coordinate 
defense policies more easily with its security partners.

The literature on postwar alliances and the associated forward-
deployed posture for U.S. military forces suggests that they have had 
the following benefits for the United States:

• Both quantitative and case-based evidence suggests that alliances 
tend to deter war.2 Alliances “have an influence in international 
politics well beyond collaborative war fighting and deterrence,” 

1 Bensahel, 2007.
2 J. Johnson and Leeds, 2011; Leeds, 2003a; Danilovic, 2001.
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one recent quantitative analysis concluded. “Alliances deter con-
flicts, which in itself is a force for peace, but even when challengers 
are not deterred from making demands, allies can facilitate peace-
ful settlement. Alliances can be important institutions for con-
flict management, not only among their members, but between 
their members and outside states as well. As such, alliances can be 
broad institutions for peace that play an important role in main-
taining the stability of the international system.”3 Alliances and 
associated forward posturing of U.S. forces deter regional conflict 
by demonstrating a costly commitment to U.S. friends, provid-
ing capabilities needed to deny aggressors’ objectives, preventing 
a quick victory on the part of aggressors, and improving the capa-
bilities of friends and allies.4

• Allies offer host-nation support and direct funding for alliance bud-
gets that significantly complement U.S. defense spending. America’s 
NATO allies, for example, provide 78 percent of direct alliance 
funding. South Korea and Japan together provide almost $3 bil-
lion annually in direct support of the basing of U.S. forces there. A 
broader estimate of all categories of host-nation support provided 
by Japan suggests an annual contribution of $6.5 billion. South 
Korea is footing $30 billion of the $37 billion bill for new base 
construction and other costs associated with the bilateral force 
relocation plan on the peninsula. An overall estimate from one 
RAND study suggests that, where data is available, allies offset 
roughly half of the direct U.S. costs of basing.5

• U.S. participation in security alliances provides additional leverage 
on economic matters. A recent RAND study argued that the value 
of the special economic treatment accorded the United States 

3 Fang, Johnson, and Leeds, 2014, p. 2. See also Leeds, 2003b; and Leeds, 1999.
4 Lostumbo et al., 2013, pp. 74–86.
5 Hicks, Green, and Conley, 2016; Lostumbo et al., 2013, pp. 131–132, 139, 176, and, 
generally, 131–165.
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totaled roughly $490 billion a year in GDP.6 Other research sup-
ports the idea that alliances are associated with trade.7

• Alliances provide an institutional basis for cooperation on emergent 
issues, allowing states to undertake rapid responses without re-
creating mechanisms of command and control, logistics, and 
other aspects of coordinated activity.8 Allies have also provided 
the United States with support in recent combat deployments, 
support that might not have been forthcoming without the alli-
ance leverage. Examples include multiple NATO allied commit-
ments to Afghanistan and Iraq, South Korean contributions in 
Afghanistan, and Japanese naval participation in counterpiracy 
efforts. U.S. allies have suffered more than 1,000 combat deaths 
in Afghanistan since 2001.9

• Alliances enhance the capabilities of member nations through such 
means as interoperability, mutual support, and enhanced training.10 
NATO has had a number of measurable effects, such as enhanc-
ing mutual capabilities.11

• Alliances offer the United States base access for the conduct of regional 
military operations, which would be much more difficult, if not 
impossible, to conduct without such basing access. An extensive 
RAND analysis showed the value of forward basing and en route 
basing access to reducing U.S. military costs in such areas as sea-
lift and airlift.12 These considerations are especially important 

6 The study concludes that a 50 percent reduction in U.S. presence could lead to a loss of 
$577 billion in annual trade, equating to a $490 billion hit to GDP (Egel et al., 2016). See 
also Brooks and Wohlforth, 2016, p. 93.
7 Gowa and Mansfield, 1993.
8 For an argument about this role in the war on terror, see Romaniuk, 2010.
9 Hicks, Green, and Conley, 2016.
10 For one example from Saudi Arabia, see Werber, Hanser, and Davis, 2004.
11 Duffield, 1992, 1994; Moroney, Grissom, and Marquis, 2007; Moroney et al., 2009.
12 Lostumbo et al., 2013, pp. 40–54. The report contends, “We conclude that without a 
robust en route infrastructure and lift fleet, rapid global response is not possible” (p. 69).
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when dealing with potentially short-notice, fait accompli–style 
operations—such as a sudden Russian grab of the Baltics—for 
which the United States would not be able to flow sufficient forces 
from a distance rapidly enough to deny Russian objectives.

• Alliances offer the United States institutional means of balancing 
potential regional hegemons.13 The decisive advantage the United 
States enjoys over China and Russia is the role of allies and part-
ners, which substantially increase our relative military and geo-
political advantage. It is their lack of true allies that provides 
competitive advantage. Meantime, the argument that alliances 
entangle the United States in unnecessary wars does not hold up 
to empirical scrutiny.14

This range of evidence suggests that, once the United States made 
the choice to embrace a strategy of global engagement, alliances pro-
vided numerous forms of value and made the process of underwriting 
global peace and security less costly and risky for the United States.

Norms and Institutions of Conflict Resolution

The postwar order has contributed to peace and security in a third 
way: through its conflict resolution norms and procedures. There is 
evidence that intergovernmental or other international organizations 
produce more peaceful outcomes.15 The network of institutions built 
since 1945 is associated with reductions in conflict. Some research dis-
tinguishes among international governmental organizations and argues 
that more-institutionalized ones are positively associated with peace.16 
Another study found that institutions capable of generating strong 

13 Medeiros et al., 2008; Bush, 2016.
14 Beckley, 2015.
15 This research is summarized in Dorussen and Ward, 2008, pp. 190–191; and Hafner-
Burton, von Stein, and Gartzke, 2008, p. 177. See also Russett, Oneal, and Davis, 1998; 
Simmons, 2002; and Shannon, Morey, and Boehmke, 2010.
16 Boehmer, Gartzke, and Nordstrom, 2004.
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commitments from participating states helped to reduce the length of 
militarized interstate disputes.17

One important recent study, drawing on both theory and empiri-
cal assessments of conflict trends, argues that institutions are the criti-
cal mechanisms for dampening conflict among democracies.18 Similar 
empirical work found that international organizations composed largely 
of democracies—what scholars call “densely democratic” intergovern-
mental organizations—are strongly associated with peaceful outcomes.19

The role of the United Nations in the U.S.-led response to aggres-
sion offers a related example of the helpful role of international institu-
tions in deterring and responding to aggression. Perhaps the leading 
example of such a role came in 1990–1991, with the global response 
to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait: The United Nations became the key 
forum for generating an international consensus on action. Richard 
Haass was a senior State Department official at the time, and he saw 
the importance of this role firsthand. “For most people around the 
world and their governments,” he argues, “the UN is an important and 
at times essential source of authority and legitimacy. Its endorsement 
can constitute a prerequisite for the participation of others.” Properly 
handled, he argues, multilateralism can be a “force multiplier” for 
U.S. diplomacy.20

Institutional Support for Peacekeeping Operations

Fourth, the institutions, processes, and multilateralism of the order 
specifically devoted to peacekeeping and peace enforcement operations 
have relieved burdens on the United States and helped to dampen 
and end civil wars.21 Some of these peacekeeping operations (PKOs) 

17 Shannon, Morey, and Boehmke, 2010.
18 Hasenclever and Weiffen, 2006.
19 Pevehouse and Russett, 2006.
20 Haass, 2009, pp. 71–72, 196.
21 Ruggie (1996, pp. 64–70) highlights peacekeeping as one of the leading elements of post-
war multilateralism.
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have been very high-profile and sometimes obvious failures, as in the 
minimal United Nations presence in Rwanda before the 1994 geno-
cide.22 But others have been partial or complete successes, and on the 
whole the institutions that have accomplished this task have offered 
a significant benefit to the country leading global efforts for stability 
and security—the United States. PKOs have a range of benefits for 
U.S. interests: In some cases they support purely humanitarian objec-
tives of U.S. foreign policy; in others, as in the Balkans, they have 
helped to stabilize situations with very significant U.S. strategic inter-
ests at stake and avoid the cost and risk of U.S. military intervention.

From 1948 to 2013, the United Nations records 69 UN-led 
PKOs, from Liberia to the Balkans to East Timor.23 Some 120 coun-
tries have participated in these operations, and over 3,300 peacekeep-
ers have died in their service.24 When regional institutions are added, 
some 50 to 60 different peacekeeping missions have been under way 
per year over the last decade. In 2012, not including the UN mission 
in Afghanistan (which is often counted in peacekeeping numbers), 
over 130,000 peacekeepers were engaged in ongoing missions.25 That 
same year, excluding the Afghan mission, the countries contribut-
ing the most troops to PKOs were Pakistan, Bangladesh, India, and 
several African nations, including Uganda, Ethiopia, and Rwanda.26 
India, Brazil, and China have significantly increased their support to 
peacekeeping in both financial and manpower terms, and they view 
PKOs as an important signal of their participation in a shared order.

Despite their limitations and incomplete record of success, these 
operations have benefited global security and U.S. interests in a number 
of ways. They have helped to spread the burden of helping to control 
instability in key regions. The have provided a mechanism for develop-
ing nations to fulfill self-perceived global responsibilities and contribute 

22 On the modern challenges of peacekeeping and the need for reform, see Gowan, 2014.
23 The list is in United Nations, n.d.c.
24 United Nations, n.d.b.
25 Van der Lijn et al., 2015, pp. 16–17.
26 Van der Lijn et al., 2015, p. 21.
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to a shared order. Countries such as India, Pakistan, and Brazil, which 
may be skeptical of other elements of global liberal norm building, have 
come to view PKOs as important symbols of their international com-
mitments. And while the record of post-1948 PKOs is mixed, there is 
substantial evidence that specific missions have had significant effects 
on reducing conflict. Empirical studies and literature reviews have 
demonstrated that peace tends to be more lasting when peacekeep-
ers deploy,27 that peacekeeping missions reduce civilian deaths when 
enough peacekeepers are deployed,28 that societies are less likely to fall 
back into civil war after peacekeeping missions,29 and that conflicts 
tend to spread more readily without peacekeeping interventions.30

Nonproliferation Norms and Institutions

A fifth major contribution of the postwar order to security has been 
through its nonproliferation norms and institutions.31 They have pro-
vided a normative foundation for nonproliferation efforts, specified 
punishments for states that violate the norms, offered convenient 
forums for states to reiterate norms and organize their enforcement, 
and provided institutional support systems such as inspectors and tech-
nical experts. As with all elements of the order, they are most properly 
viewed not as self-contained, self-enforcing rules but rather as “poten-
tially powerful instrument[s] in the U.S. policy toolkit.”32

An imperfect but still important example comes from the Bio-
logical Weapons Convention (BWC). It lacks strongly institutional-
ized enforcement regimes, and there is no agreed mechanism for reliable  

27 For examples of such positive studies, see Fortna, 2004a, 2004b; Gilligan and Sergenti, 
2008; Sambanis, 2008; and Paris, 2010, 2014.
28 Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, 2013.
29 Doyle and Sambanis, 2000. See also Doyle and Sambanis, 2006; and Beardsley, 2012.
30 Beardsley, 2011.
31 Ruggie, 1996, pp. 70–76.
32 Tucker, 2001.
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verification.33 There have been a few notable failures, such as Iraq’s 
ability to produce and deploy a significant biological weapons arsenal 
during the 1980s.34 Yet the BWC provides a good example of the mul-
tiple uses of treaties and agreements—not only to provide multilateral 
regimes but also to build norms that provide the basis for independent 
U.S. action. The BWC has helped to create a strong normative prohi-
bition on the use of biological weapons, such that no leading member 
of the world community today publicly claims a right to maintain 
such an arsenal.35 Along with similar agreements regarding weapons 
of mass destruction, the BWC has created a process of stigmatiza-
tion and shaming for violators.36 The United States has been able to 
employ these normative foundations to good effect in justifying and 
strengthening its responses to potential biological weapons attacks 
and violations.

The Chemical Weapons Convention has offered similar and even 
more fully institutionalized safeguards and enforcement mechanisms. 
It has also spawned related processes such as the Australia Group to 
help control the spread of chemical-weapons-related precursors. Like 
the BWC, it has a number of practical challenges—such as reliable 
verification and states meeting deadlines for the destruction of declared 
stocks37—but has also generated a similar norm by which the use of 
chemical weapons has become taboo in international relations.38 The 
result has been a process with significant value to U.S. national inter-
ests.39 The recent global response to the Syrian government’s use of 
chemical weapons—and the subsequent U.S. condemnation and even-

33 Monath and Gordon, 1998.
34 Distinguishing illicit from responsible biological research is also extremely difficult in 
practice; the United States rejected a proposed biological weapons inspection protocol in 
2001 in part out of concerns that it would allow foreign governments to interfere with 
U.S. corporations (“U.S. Rejection,” 2001).
35 Tarini, 2016; Isla, n.d.
36 Shamat, 2015.
37 Robinson, 1996.
38 Price, 2007.
39 Tucker, 2001.
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tual removal of the remaining arsenal from Syria—helped to rein-
force the norm, but it also demonstrated how the norm both justified 
U.S. actions and provided the means to strengthen them, in part by 
recruiting other states to the effort.40

This same model for conceiving the value of elements of order 
holds true in the nuclear realm, as partly described in the text box that 
follows. As late as the 1970s, many observers still feared a global surge 
of nuclear proliferation. The global nonproliferation regime created 
norms, offered a focal point for cooperation, and legitimized sanctions 
against violators.41 The NPT is the most far-reaching of these agree-
ments (both in scope and membership), and it serves as the foundation 
of the nuclear nonproliferation regime.

Some scholars take the view that the NPT is little more than a 
symbolic forum for states that independently decided to remain nonnu-
clear to signal their intentions to the rest of the world. The NPT, in this 
view, is not the cause but rather the effect of nonproliferation.42 Yet the 
literature on the treaty points to a number of specific mechanisms by 
which it constrains proliferation. First, in being a near-universal global 
institution, it creates a strong presumption against proliferation in the 
vast majority of cases. The empirical record speaks to some degree of 
constraint: Only 9 countries to date have developed nuclear weapons, 
even though as many as 44 countries have the capacity to produce 
their own nuclear weapons systems.43 Moreover, a handful of countries 
that did build their own bombs—South Africa, Belarus, Ukraine, and 
Kazakhstan—decided to destroy or surrender their weapons, reverting 
to a nonnuclear posture.44

40 Edwards and Cacciatori, 2016.
41 Ruggie, 1995, pp. 64–65.
42 Betts, 1999, p. 62. Similarly, Jana von Stein notes that because membership in the NPT 
is voluntary, the treaty simply filters out states that have no intention of complying with it 
rather than constraining the behavior of the states that choose to become party to the treaty; 
put simply, the treaty “screens” rather than shapes state behavior (Von Stein, 2005, p. 612). 
See also Fuhrmann and Yonatan, 2016, p. 6.
43 Rublee, 2009, p. 421.
44 Sagan and Waltz, 2003, p. 182.
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Case Study of Complementarity: Nuclear Nonproliferation

The issue area of preventing the spread of nuclear weapons pro-
vides an excellent example of how the three major categories of 
causal effect in the postwar order—U.S. power, the institutional 
and community-based effects of the international order, and broad 
trends in politics and economics—can work together in comple-
mentary ways to positive effect.

In the case of nuclear nonproliferation, U.S. power has served 
both to reassure and to deter. The U.S. extended deterrent umbrella 
over allies such as Germany and Japan has reduced the incentive to 
seek independent nuclear arsenals, while the threat of punishment 
has affected the cost-benefit calculations of states such as Libya 
and Syria. The spread of democracy brought governments to power 
in places such as Ukraine and South Africa, which saw less reason 
for nuclear arsenals.

But the combined effect of the order’s various components has 
played an important role alongside these factors, and indeed those 
other variables might not have had the effect they did without the 
role of the order. It has offered institutions such as the NPT and 
IAEA to symbolize the global commitment to nuclear nonprolif-
eration and to offer legitimate multilateral tools for the enforce-
ment of agreements. Its normative component reflects powerful 
taboos on the use or, in most cases, acquisition of nuclear weap-
ons. And the coalition of interest-sharing states at the core of the 
order has confronted would-be proliferators with expulsion from 
the shared international society and economy.

In cases ranging from Ukraine’s post–Cold War surrender of 
former Soviet weapons to Libya’s disarmament, we see the com-
bined effect of these factors working together: strong multilateral 
diplomacy led by the officials of leading international organizations; 
pressure and diplomacy from many key members of the order’s  
leading states; and U.S. pressure, reassurances, and threats, as 
needed, all deployed with the conscious justification of the order’s 
broadly accepted norms. 
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The treaty has also promoted global nonproliferation norms, 
which helped to restrain the spread of nuclear weapons.45 It has pro-
vided a forum for open communication and sharing of information;46 
established trust between actors through transparency, oversight, and 
repeated interactions;47 mitigated uncertainty about other member 
states’ intentions and capabilities;48 and increased the costs of violat-
ing treaty obligations by establishing punitive measures for defec-
tions and holding states accountable to each other.49 Taking these and 
other factors into account—and trying to disaggregate the effect of 
the NPT from other variables—an extensive empirical and qualitative, 
case-based literature has demonstrated that the treaty has had an effect 
in constraining weapons of mass destruction.50 One study analyzed 
nuclear proliferation from 1970 to 2000 and concludes that “even after 
accounting for strategic selection into the treaty, NPT ratification is 
robustly associated with lower likelihoods of pursuing and obtaining 
nuclear weapons.”51

Within the domestic sphere, moreover, laws, verification bodies, 
and interest groups have arisen to encourage and verify reductions in 
arms of all sorts in dozens of countries. This synergy between NPT 
membership and a country’s domestic politics can “lock in” the state’s 
nonnuclear posture.52 A country’s commitment to the NPT provides 
a basis for domestic political or special interests actors to pressure the 

45 See, for example, Coe and Vaynman, 2015; Fortna, 2003; N. Miller, 2014; Monteiro 
and Debs, 2014; and Nye, 1981. A more comprehensive study is Way and Sasikumar, 2004, 
pp. 32–33.
46 Dai, 2012, p. 408.
47 S. Mitchell and Hensel, 2007, p. 722.
48 Meyer, 1984, p. 24.
49 Dai, 2012, p. 412. This line of analysis stresses the importance of the IAEA in serving as 
a meaningful, shared verification system; see S. Mitchell and Hensel, 2007; Nye, 1981; Sim-
mons and Hopkins, 2005; and N. Miller, 2014. See also Brown and Kaplow, 2014, p. 406.
50 Fuhrmann and Yonatan, 2016.
51 Fuhrmann and Yonatan, 2016, p. 3.
52 Potter, 2010, p. 73.
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government to maintain a nonnuclear posture, particularly when the 
aims of these actors overlap with those of the treaty.53

The NPT and associated institutions of the order, combined with 
strong U.S. pressure and the reassurance effect of U.S. alliance com-
mitments, have contributed to a related and equally important objec-
tive: preventing the use of nuclear weapons. Partly this is through the 
emergence of a “nuclear taboo,”54 a norm of nonuse that has emerged 
in concert with the NPT, become institutionalized in international 
conventions, and been strengthened by national policy and practice 
since 1945. These policies have included national no-first-use policies, 
as well as general policy statements rejecting the casual employment of 
nuclear weapons. The norms and institutions of the order have there-
fore contributed significantly to a critical U.S. goal in the post-1945 
era—ensuring that no nuclear weapons are used in war.

Summary: The Security Value of the Order

Various elements of the postwar order have therefore been associated 
with a number of positive postwar trends, including the absence of 
major-power conflict and limits to the proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction. Some of these benefits are very specific, with a direct and 
measurable causal connection—such as the role of the U.S. alliance 
system in deterring war. Others are more indirect, such as the cre-
ation of a predominant coalition devoted to the norm of nonaggres-
sion. Taken together, however, the available evidence suggests that the 
postwar order and U.S. military power have worked together to play a 
leading role in achieving gains in security.

53 See, for example, Potter, 2010; Rublee, 2009; and Reiter, 2014.
54 On the nuclear taboo, see Tannenwald, 2007.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Measuring Value: Normative Considerations and 
Value Promotion

The order’s institutions, their included rules, and the broader norms 
they reflect work together to facilitate cooperation on shared issues. A 
multilateral order creates both more opportunities for cooperation and 
a shared expectation of collaborative problem solving, in part because it 
encourages a broad “sense of ownership” of the existing order. Specific 
elements of the order, such as treaties, create reliable commitments 
and thus facilitate ongoing cooperation.1 Table 7.1 outlines ways in 
which the order has helped to establish norms and facilitate coop-
eration, again alongside and in concert with U.S. power and broad 
global trends.

This category of benefits of the order relies heavily on the per-
suasive role of norms and the systemic influence of status and prestige 
effects. The concept of stigma also illustrates this systemic effect. Once 
a dominant in-group is in place and the concern for status and prestige 
begins to influence thinking, stigmas, applied to behavior considered 
against the rules, can shape behavior over time.2 Treaties can establish 
the basis for applying stigma to violators: More than most general 
state policies, treaties “are embedded in a broader system of socially 

1 As Simmons explains, research suggests that “treaties have made an important contribu-
tion to the ability of states to contract with one another: to make deals that are credible and 
follow rules that are relatively clear” (2010, p. 292).
2 Adler-Nissen, 2014.
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constructed inter-state rule making, normatively linked by . . . the 
idea that agreements of a legally obligatory nature must be observed.”3

Promoting the Rule of Law

One central value of the international order has been the rule of law as 
a collective good.4 The order’s economic foundations depend on reli-
able rule of law in participating countries, so that general rules will be 

3 Simmons, 2010, p. 277; see also p. 292.
4 An excellent resource that defines the rule of law in specific category terms and assesses its 
prospects around the world is World Justice Project, 2016.

Table 7.1
Value of the International Order: Norms and Value Promotion

U.S. Objectives

• Promote human rights
• Promote and defend norms in key areas such as nonproliferation
• Advance prevalence of democracy

Contributing Factors

Leading Trends

• Rise of democracy creates basis for shared values and norms
• Global human rights progress in part through institutionalized norms

Role of U.S. Power

• U.S. value promotion helps promote and defend norms
• Direct assistance to democracies helps underwrite long-term trend
• Example of system offers goal for reforming countries

Elements of the Postwar Order

• Norms, institutions, and expectations of the order promote the rule of law
• Norms and institutions constrain international criminal activities
• Advancing transparency and anticorruption initiatives
• Promoting human rights through normative context created by conventions and 

treaties

Evidence for Effects of Order

• Empirical evidence of the effect of institutions in relevant normative areas
• Empirical evidence on long-term corruption and transparency trends
• Empirical and case-specific evidence for effect of human rights institutions
• Long-term trends in human rights norms
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respected and enforced within domestic contexts. These expectations 
extend to such issues as enforcement of contracts, protection of intel-
lectual property, financial regulations, and more. As a result, the 
combined market at the core of the economic order has demanded 
effective rule of law, which has become established as a central norm. 
The United Nations has identified it as a critical norm of the order.5

The order’s institutions have then actively promoted this norm in 
a number of ways. The leading one is conditionality—requiring certain 
reforms in order to gain membership to many of the order’s defining com-
ponents, such as military alliances or the WTO. Another mechanism of 
promoting the rule of law is through active capacity-building programs, 
which aim to build professional public- and private-sector institutions 
in member countries. The order’s institutions have also built rule-of-
law provisions into other activities, such as World Bank development 
programs and IMF loans. More broadly, the postwar economic order 
has created a context in which rule-of-law-oriented domestic reform has 
been viewed as useful and even necessary to achieve national prosperi-
ty.6 Some empirical evidence suggests that such efforts, for example as 
part of the international trade regime, have bolstered the rule of law in 
China,7 Singapore, and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations.8

Controlling International Criminal Activities

A second norm associated with the postwar order has been cooperation 
to combat international criminal enterprises and enforcement of shared 
standards on criminal activity. Transnational criminal activity is now 

5 United Nations, n.d.d. See also United Nations, 2008.
6 As one study concluded, “The numerous international institutions present in the inter-
national system during the current economic crisis serve as conveyors of information and 
mechanisms of commitment and socialization. They mitigate the uncertainty problem that 
prevails in prisoner’s dilemma settings such as trade. . . . The paper finds strong support for 
the role of international institutions as commitment and socialization mechanisms in pre-
venting the rise of protectionism” (Baccini and Kim, 2012, p. 369).
7 Li and Minyou, 2015; Hu, 2000; Hsu and Arner, 2007.
8 Ewing-Chow, Losari, and Slade, 2014.
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addressed through a thick international web of law enforcement and 
intelligence-sharing activities,9 strongly institutionalized counterter-
rorism cooperation,10 counterpiracy activities, and many more initia-
tives. The order has helped to strengthen the normative requirement to 
cooperate with such measures and underwritten the creation of more-
elaborate and more-powerful international institutions to facilitate and 
coordinate that activity.

The Norm of Transparency and Anticorruption

Another major example is the area of rule-of-law and anticorruption 
initiatives.11 One study found that the emergence of a global anticor-
ruption norm had been “unusual for its breadth and rapid emergence.”12 
Numerous anticorruption initiatives are under way under the aegis of 
the United Nations, the World Bank, the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, and other international institutions. 
Some reviews of the evidence find mixed results in terms of the abil-
ity of emerging social norms to directly affect corrupt practices,13 but 
many studies find a measurable positive impact on domestic practices.14 
Another recent study examines international NGOs as policy entre-
preneurs pushing anticorruption approaches globally.15 One empirical 
study shows this effect in powerful terms: It found that international 
integration is strongly associated with reductions in corruption. It con-
cludes that integration produces “economic and normative pressures” 
that raise the costs of corruption.16

9 On the role of institutions in particular, see Ristau, Zvekic, and Warlow, 1996.
10 Romaniuk, 2010.
11 See Heineman and Heimann, 2006; and Khaghaghordyan, 2014.
12 McCoy and Heckel, 2001, p. 66.
13 See Lindner, 2014.
14 C. Rose, 2015.
15 De Sousa, Larmour, and Hindess, 2009.
16 Sandholtz and Gray, 2003, p. 787.
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Establishing and Advancing Human Rights

A fourth value is in the area of value promotion. Nine core interna-
tional human rights conventions make up the international human 
rights regime, captured in Table 7.2. Many studies have turned up 
complex and mixed evidence about the direct relationship between 
human rights treaties and state behavior. As with many other inter-
national institutions, membership in human rights conventions is 
voluntary, and thus these treaties tend to attract states that already 
protect human rights or intend to improve their human rights track  

Table 7.2
International Human Rights Regime

Convention Date Created Monitoring Body

International Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination

12/21/1965 Committee on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination

International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights

12/16/1966 Committee on Civil and 
Political Rights

International Covenant on 
Economic, Social, and Cultural 
Rights

12/16/1966 Committee on Economic, 
Social, and Cultural Rights

Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women

12/18/1979 Committee on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women

Convention Against Torture and 
Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment

12/10/1984 Committee Against Torture

Convention on the Rights of the 
Child

11/20/1989 Committee on the Rights of the 
Child

International Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All 
Migrant Workers and Members of 
Their Families

12/18/1990 Committee on Migrant 
Workers

Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities

12/13/2006 Committee on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities

International Convention for the 
Protection of All Persons from 
Enforced Disappearance

12/20/2006 Committee on Enforced 
Disappearances



60    Testing the Value of the Postwar International Order

records.17 The voluntary, self-selective nature of treaties often means 
that treaties may simply “screen” rather than constrain state behavior: 
States that sign them already respected their principles and did not 
have to make major alterations in their behavior.18

Yet it would be wrong to write off the positive influence of the 
massive postwar complex of human rights and democratization trea-
ties, NGOs, conventions, and policies. While it may be difficult to 
trace the outcome of any one specific membership decision, there can 
be no question that the regime has paralleled an impressive global rise 
in democratic and liberal practices: Just about every global measure of 
freedom, from democratization to economic freedom, underwent a pro-
found jump from the mid-1980s through the early 2000s, and this was 
not solely the result of the end of the Cold War.19 The global emphasis 
on human rights in particular has undergone a revolution since 1945.20 
This correlation does not prove causation, but there are a number of 
proven avenues through which the international human rights order 
has affected state behavior.

First, it signals the value of joining human rights conventions. 
Ratification of such treaties can engage “audience costs” that create 
potential credibility problems for states that join and then disregard 
them. Many states join treaties with little regard for following their 
dictates—but in doing so, they have committed themselves to those 
principles, commitments that can become the basis for later pressure 
to meet them. Second, the international human rights regime engages 
domestic constituencies, laying the foundation for the development of 
NGOs dedicated to monitoring and improving human rights practices 
in countries with poor track records.21 Third, international organiza-

17 See, for instance, Cole, 2005; Chayes and Chayes, 1995; Goodliffe and Hawkins, 2006; 
and Hathaway, 2007.
18 See Lupu, 2013; and Von Stein, 2005.
19 Simmons, Dobbin, and Garrett, 2006, pp. 783–784.
20 Iriye, Goedde, and Hitchcock, 2012.
21 See Hafner-Burton, 2008; Murdie and Davis, 2012; and Dai, 2005. Simmons argues that 
some human rights treaties were “successful at improving human rights practices through 
agenda setting, litigation, and mobilization” (Simmons, 2009, p. 7). See also Simmons and 
Danner, 2010; and Kelley, 2007.
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tions can work in tandem with conventions and treaties to promote 
human rights, in differing ways. Erik Voeten’s work on the European 
Court of Human Rights argues that judges there have largely been 
independent of state influence and that the institution has thus had an 
important independent impact.22

Through the specific means just outlined, therefore, the post-
war human rights regime has played an import role in giving institu-
tional form to the aspirations for stronger human rights practices. It 
has served U.S. interests by establishing a stronger legal and normative 
baseline for the liberal values so central to U.S. foreign policy and the 
American national ethos.

Summary: The Normative Value of the Order

The postwar multilateral order has therefore played an important role 
in promoting the value-based outcomes that the United States has 
sought in world politics since 1945. Through institutions including 
conventions and treaties, the order has focused attention on normative 
issues, created benchmarks against which states are judged, and tied the 
prestige of countries to their standing on such indices. The order also 
boosted the case for such normative outcomes as the rule of law by con-
ditioning membership in key institutions on progress in such areas. The 
order has thus supported a far stronger and more institutionalized form 
of the value promotion that has been central to U.S. foreign policy.

22 Voeten, 2008. See also Burley and Mattli, 1993; and Helfer and Voeten, 2014. James 
Lebovic and Erik Voeten have argued that states can “launder” their human rights agendas 
through international organizations: They find strong statistical evidence for the proposition 
that critical resolutions at the UN Commission on Human Rights “for poor human rights 
performance are correlated with large reductions in World Bank and multilateral loan com-
mitments,” even though they have little effect on bilateral aid (Lebovic and Voeten, 2009, 
p. 93).
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Estimating Measurable Benefits of the Order

Finally, we reviewed evidence for possible measurable value in ten 
sample issue areas. These appear in Table 8.1. In each case we offered a 
judgment, based on historical comparisons, of a potential counterfac-
tual scenario absent the existence of such institutions, norms, and core 
community of states. We have used existing economic research to offer 
rough estimates of the potential cost represented by the counterfactual 
scenarios.

These counterfactual-based estimates are necessarily imprecise, in 
part because we cannot know for certain what economic or security 
events would have transpired in the absence of the elements of the 
postwar order. For each issue or event, we have identified relatively 
objective estimates for one phase of the analysis: the likely cost, in 
terms of economic activity or budgetary resources, of the counterfac-
tual scenario. We know how much U.S. allies contributed to certain 
wars, for example; economists have estimated the possible cost of trade 
wars. (These values appear in the right-hand column of Table 8.1.) Our 
general research confirmed that elements of the postwar order did play 
some role in averting the negative outcomes reflected there, as either 
a necessary condition or a contributory variable. What this analysis 
cannot prove is the exact proportion of the resulting value that can be 
assigned to the order as opposed to other factors.

The postwar order therefore cannot be credited with preserving 
the sum total of the values listed in Table 8.1. Those are total outcomes 
to which the elements of the order made important contributions but that 
are the result of multiple factors. This analysis does point to possible 
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Table 8.1
Measurable Value of the Order

Issue/Event

Identifiable Role for 
Order: Institutions, 

Multilateralism,  
Role of Core States

Counterfactual 
Scenario

Value Associated 
with Difference: 

Total

Economic Affairs

Sustaining 
postwar tariff 
reduction

The GATT process 
set in motion tariff 
reduction, which, 
even with the 
stagnation of recent 
WTO rounds, has 
been institutionalized 
as a global norm and 
avoided a reversion to 
high tariff rates.

Absent a 
multilateral 
trading order, 
tariff reductions 
would have 
been less likely; 
during economic 
crises, surges of 
tariff-imposing 
protectionism 
would have been 
highly likely.

2–5+ percent 
difference in 
GDP growth 
rate for 
multiple years; 
300,000+ jobsa

2008 financial 
crisis: avoiding 
precipitous 
collapse

Numerous multilateral 
institutions engaged 
in extensive 
consultation and 
coordinated actions 
to dampen the effects 
of the financial 
contagion.b

Without the 
institutional basis 
for cooperation 
or the normative 
assumption of 
multilateral 
responses, several 
key elements of  
the response  
could have been 
absent.

Preserve 
economic 
activity equal to 
5–10 percent of 
U.S. GDP,  
4–6 million jobs; 
avoid budget 
deficit reaching  
15–20 percent of 
GDPc

2008 crisis 
aftermath: 
avoiding  
trade war

G-20, the IMF, the 
Bank for International 
Settlements, and 
other institutions 
worked to reinforce 
habits of open trade 
and avoid large-
scale protectionist 
responses. Various 
forms of protectionism 
have been growing 
since 2008, but a 
large-scale, 1930s-style  
trade war did not 
materialize.d

Absent both 
institutions and 
habits, states turn 
to a series of tariff 
wars and nontariff 
barriers from which 
states partially 
recover but that 
impose a significant 
short-term cost and 
leave countries less 
integrated.

Preserve 
economic activity 
≥2–2.4 percent 
of world GDP 
growth and cut 
unemployment 
by ≥4 percent for 
2+ yearse
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Table 8.1—Continued

Issue/Event

Identifiable Role for 
Order: Institutions, 

Multilateralism,  
Role of Core States

Counterfactual 
Scenario

Value Associated 
with Difference: 

Total

International 
standardization

Multiple international 
standard-setting 
bodies promulgate 
shared standards in 
areas ranging from 
telecommunications to 
consumer electronics 
to safety and quality. 
These multilateral 
processes generate 
positive economic 
externalities through 
enhanced efficiency, 
boosted trade, reduced 
training costs, and 
multiple other means.

In a world in 
which coordinated 
action collapses, 
joint international 
standard setting  
would be intermittent 
and very limited. 
Different regional 
blocs or countries 
would promulgate 
self-serving 
standards. The 
advantages of joint 
standards would be 
largely lost.

Various estimates 
of 15–40 percent 
productivity rise 
over various 
time horizons, 
5–20 percent 
increase in 
output from  
all standards; 
or 1 percent 
increase in 
stock produces 
0.05–0.12 percent 
increase in 
productivityf

Security Affairs

Balkan crises A coalition of states 
intervened to end 
civil war. European 
contributions of 
90 percent of the 
financial costs and 
80 percent of the 
peacekeeping troops 
in the Balkans (as 
of 2000, the EU had 
contributed $17 billion 
versus $5.5 billion 
for the United 
States) and provided 
over 75 percent of 
peacekeeping forces.g

Without the 
institutional basis 
for cooperation 
or the normative 
assumption of 
multilateral 
responses, the 
United States might 
have been forced 
to act alone or with 
a much smaller 
coalition, sharing 
fewer burdens.

$10–$15 billion in 
direct costs plus 
presence of 
5,000 or more 
peacekeepers for 
20 yearsh

Persian Gulf 
War

The United States 
operated under 
UN mandates for 
legitimacy and 
recruited a broad-
ranging coalition to 
support the action 
and share the financial 
burden. Allies and 
friends provided over 
$45 billion in financial 
support.i

Without norms to 
justify action and 
a UN system to 
organize consensus, 
the action would 
have been far less 
legitimate. Friends 
would have seen less 
need to support the 
war.

$40+ billion plus 
significant 
effect on U.S. 
reputation and 
legitimacyj
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Table 8.1—Continued

Issue/Event

Identifiable Role for 
Order: Institutions, 

Multilateralism,  
Role of Core States

Counterfactual 
Scenario

Value Associated 
with Difference: 

Total

Lost trade 
concessions

A RAND study sought 
to estimate the value of 
U.S. alliances in terms 
of improved trade 
treatment on the part 
of allies and partners.k

Absent the U.S. role 
in these alliances and 
partnerships, the 
states involved would 
have less reason to 
grant concessions on 
trade deals.

$490 billion 
annual value to 
GDP

Averting 
conflict in 
Taiwan and 
Korea

At multiple points, 
pressure from the 
order’s norms, 
institutions, and core 
coalition of states 
has worked with 
U.S. military power 
and other factors 
to avert additional 
conflicts. This has 
been particularly 
notable in the cases 
of Taiwan (where 
Chinese aggression 
has been subordinated 
to a desire to play in 
the order) and Korea 
(where a UN command, 
bilateral alliance, and 
global normative 
order have helped to 
deter North Korean 
aggression).

In the absence 
of a multilateral 
order, both of these 
potential aggressors 
would have 
confronted far fewer 
constraints on action. 
A fragmented global 
system would have 
resulted in a smaller 
price for China to 
pay for grabbing 
Taiwan; the absence 
of a UN mandate, an 
alliance, or global 
nonaggression norms 
would change the 
context for North 
Korean calculations.

$150 billion– 
$2+ trillionl if 
United States 
fought one 
war; risk of tens 
of billions of 
dollars in global 
economic costs 
from impact on 
markets even if it 
stood aloof

Normative and Value Benefits

Counterpiracy 
initiatives

The collaboration 
on this issue reflects 
multilateral, informally 
institutionalized 
efforts. Levels of piracy 
dropped precipitously 
once cooperation, 
including associated 
naval operations and 
self-defense initiatives 
by shipping companies, 
began.

Absent institutions 
of maritime and 
national security 
coordination, the 
global response 
would have been far 
more ad hoc and less 
effective.m

$18 billion in 
direct costs of 
piracyn
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Table 8.1—Continued

Issue/Event

Identifiable Role for 
Order: Institutions, 

Multilateralism,  
Role of Core States

Counterfactual 
Scenario

Value Associated 
with Difference: 

Total

Transparency 
and  
anticorruption

Institutions, 
gravitational, and 
coercive effect of 
coordinated markets 
produce emphasis 
on transparency 
and anticorruption 
initiatives. The actual 
amount of change 
as a result of order is 
difficult to measure 
but significant.

The absence of 
combined market and 
coordinated policies 
dampens pressure 
for transparency and 
reduced corruption. 
Fragmented order 
creates some poles 
of influence that 
embrace nepotistic 
and rent-seeking 
socioeconomic models.

Cost of 
corruption over 
$1.2 trillion for 
bribery effects 
alone, more in 
terms of lost 
productivityo

aThere are many estimates of the potential cost of significant slides into 
protectionism, including tariffs, border taxes, and other mechanisms. The numbers 
cited here reflect a conservative estimate derived from sources such as Davies, 2017; 
Irwin, 2005; Krol, 2008; Ossa, 2011; and Tankersley 2016.
bFor details on the IMF’s responses, see Strauss-Kahn, 2009; and International 
Monetary Fund, 2016. 
cA number of studies have assessed the differences made by the policy responses 
to the 2008 crisis; many focus on the discrete U.S. actions, though some include 
a discussion of international actions. The estimates here are compiled from 
these studies. See, for example, Drezner, The System Worked; Blinder and Zandi, 
2015; Wheelock, 2010; and Porter, 2009. David Zaring points to the limitations of 
institutional responses in “Network and Treaty Performance during the Financial 
Crisis,” (2009). More generally on the role of international economic coordination, 
see Eichengreen, 2011. Jonathan Kirschner compares the reaction to the Great 
Depression with the 2008 crisis, and while his emphasis is not on institutions 
or norms, many aspects of the “relatively benign” international environment 
he adduces as the difference—and the specific “monetary cooperation” he 
describes—fit the basic concept; see Kirschner, 2014.
dFor an analysis of the limits to the post-crisis protectionist measures undertaken, 
as well as the potential cost of a trade war, see Bussière et al., 2010.
eOn the theoretical value of institutions in constraining protectionist pressures, 
see Maggi, 1999; Maggi and Rodriguez-Clare, 1998; and Staiger and Tabellini, 
1999. Studies that link international institutions explicitly to protectionist restraint 
after 2008 include Gawande, Hoekman, and Cui, 2015; and Eichengreen, 2016, 
who discusses specifically the role of central bank coordination to reduce the 
beggar-thy-neighbor effects of activist monetary policies. Other studies that 
examine the relationship between the crisis and trade include Shelburne, 2010; and 
UNCTAD, 2010, which concluded that “the recent crisis . . . has demonstrated that 
the multilateral trade rules under the World Trade Organization (WTO) worked 
effectively as a ‘bulwark’ against a wide-spread protectionism in the light of global 
recessionary concerns. Almost all trade policy measures that were introduced as a 
response to the financial crisis were consistent with the WTO rules” (p. xi).
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Table 8.1—Continued

fFor a Canadian country study, see Conference Board of Canada, 2007. A UK study 
on domestic standards is British Standards Institution, n.d. An Australian study is 
Standards Australia, n.d. These figures could be partially substituted with domestic 
standards that had similar effects on productivity, but the resulting ecosystem 
would be less efficient still impose relative economic costs.
gDaalder, 2000, pp. 166–167.
hOn the general cost of peacekeeping, with a particular focus on the Balkan 
operations, from which these estimates of savings are derived, see Thornberry, 
1998; A. Johnson and Glenny, 2011; and United Nations, n.d.d. 
iU.S. General Accounting Office, 1991. 
jCosts derived from U.S. General Accounting Office, 1991.
kEgel et al., 2016.
lDaggett, 2010. In constant FY 2011 dollars, the Korean conflict cost $341 billion, 
the Vietnam War $738 billion, and the Persian Gulf War $102 billion. The most 
recent estimates of the budgetary costs for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
since 2001 (and through FY 2018) range from official Department of Defense 
estimates of over $750 billion each to a recent academic study that suggests a 
total price tag for Iraq plus Afghanistan of over $5.6 trillion; see Department of 
Defense, 2017, and Crawford, 2017.
mThe initiatives undertaken since the mid-2000s include a mix of collective 
security efforts, such as coordinated naval deployments to the waters near 
Somalia, and actions by shipping companies to render their vessels more resilient 
to attack. It is the combination of these measures that achieved the reduction 
from 2010 to 2016. As in other issues, elements of a shared order cannot take 
complete credit for these values—but they were arguably a necessary condition 
for the achievements.
nThe specific source for the $18 billion estimate is E. Greenberg, Hirt, and Smit, 
2017. Related sources that spell out the role of international collaboration and the 
price of piracy include Besley, Fetzer, and Mueller, 2012; and Bowden, 2010.
oInternational Monetary Fund, 2016, pp. 5–14. See also World Bank, 2017.

measurable value for the order in two ways, however. First, it begins to 
give some sense of the significant value, in terms of economic growth, 
employment, and budgetary outlays that are associated with issues on 
which the order has had a definable impact. Second, in a number of 
these cases—notably, allied contributions to conflicts and the multi-
lateral responses to recent economic and financial crises—elements of 
the order may well have been necessary (though not sufficient) factors 
in avoiding the counterfactual dangers posed here. In such cases, even 
given the role of other variables, the absence of a functioning multi-
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lateral order alone would have produced very significant costs, for the 
United States as well as the international community.

In the economic elements, our analysis attempted to measure two 
broad categories of effect. One is direct financial or other measurable 
economic contributions—areas such as allied financial support for 
U.S. military operations. In some cases these provide direct budgetary 
offsets for the United States. The other category is enhanced or pre-
served economic activity—most notably U.S. or global GDP growth 
and employment. In many cases these benefits derive from avoiding 
negative outcomes, such as trade wars and deeper recessions following 
financial crises. Our suggested value of the order in these cases stems 
from economic estimates of the possible consequences of such negative 
outcomes.

The challenge, as with all estimates of the order’s value, is that it 
is difficult to distinguish variables associated with the order from other 
factors producing these benefits. For example, one refers to the cost-
sharing contribution of U.S. allies and partners to the Persian Gulf 
War.1 This was in part a product of the norms of multilateralism and 
nonaggression at stake in that conflict, and the institutional backing 
provided by the United Nations. But it was also a product of simple 
national interest calculations, especially by Gulf States, which would 
have been present to some degree with or without an overarching order.

There is no simple way to resolve this uncertainty. Our research 
suggests that elements of the order—institutions, norms, multilateral 
habits, the role of an implicit community of states at the core of the 

1 Some would argue that the U.S. role in the Gulf War, as in many post-1945 U.S. com-
mitments, reflects exclusively the costs of the order rather than its benefits. Such endeav-
ors, it can be argued, were undertaken to defend the order’s norms; without an order, they 
might not have been necessary. Again, however, for the purposes of this report, we take the 
consistent post-1945 U.S. grand strategy of deep engagement, and the resulting global mili-
tary engagements and posture, as a given. A different grand strategy, such as isolationism, 
would have generated very different direct costs. Postwar U.S. administrations, however, 
have argued that the U.S. grand strategy should seek to create a larger context in which 
the United States is safer and U.S. interests more secure. That approach would have gener-
ated significant global commitments even without an accompanying order. The question is 
whether, having committed itself to such a strategy, the United States benefits from the rules, 
norms, and institutions of the order.
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international system—are associated with these categories of benefit. 
In some cases they represent necessary but not sufficient causes of the 
outcomes. In orders, elements of order offer partial causal explanations. 
Any multiplier we might have employed to generate order-specific 
numbers would be somewhat arbitrary, and we have resisted the temp-
tation to do so. Instead, we offer a total figure for each example, of 
which the postwar order can claim responsibility for some proportion 
of the total value.

These figures are therefore suggestive. But they give some clue as to 
the tens and perhaps hundreds of billions of dollars of value—directly 
to the United States—represented by the institutional, normative, and 
community-based elements of the order. If even one of these counter-
factual scenarios were to emerge with a weakened order—from a dra-
matically worsened recession to a regional conflict to a trade war—the 
price would vastly overshadow the cost of the U.S. contribution to 
the order, ranging from UN dues to IMF contributions to perhaps 
some marginal delta in military expenditure tied to specific alliances. 
(In fact, there is a strong argument that the United States would have 
to increase its military budget in the absence of a multilateral order, as 
it lost the constraining and stabilizing factors previously outlined.)

Finally, to estimate a total value estimate for the postwar order, we 
gathered current data on U.S. expenditures relative to the order, noted 
in Table 8.2, to compare them to potential benefits. There are at least 
two categories of costs: direct costs of U.S. support payments to inter-
national institutions and processes; and indirect costs of the U.S. strat-
egy of global engagement, which can be—but are not necessarily—
related to the multilateral order.

Creating a formal “balance sheet” for the postwar order is fraught 
with risk. Apart from annual budgetary costs of U.S. support for 
multilateral organizations, all the estimates in Tables 8.1 and 8.2 are 
debatable. As we have stressed, the proportion of value accounted for 
by the order cannot be precisely determined. These figures intention-
ally exclude debates about the costs—or benefits—of overall U.S. trade 
policy, which some would view as crucial to understanding the true 
balance sheet of the postwar order.
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Table 8.2
U.S. Annual Contributions to Elements of the International Order  
(Most Recent Available Year)

Direct Support to Institutions of Order

Total U.S. contributions to international organizations, 
including United Nations, the strictly administrative  
expenses of the NATO institutions, and the WTO
(UN regular and special activities total $3.3 billiona annually)

$10.488 billionb

Total multilateral development bank contributions  
(World Bank, Asian Development Bank, Inter-American 
Development Bank, etc.)

$2.285 billionc

International Monetary Fund
(present-value estimates of annual costs of reserves  
placed on deposit with IMF; not an actual annual 
expenditure per se)

$1.2 billion 
(Congressional Budget 

Office estimate,  
per $60 billion in 

IMF quota amount)d

Total direct cost of order $14 billion annually

Support for U.S. Global Role Related to—but Distinct from—Order 

Economic and security-oriented foreign assistance $42.4 billione

U.S. foreign military presence
(vast differences in estimates, complex methodologies)

$20.9 billionf

Increment of defense budget required for global presence
(many estimates, differing methodologies)

$50 billion– 
$150+ billion

Increment of diplomatic budget required for global role
(few estimates, rough calculation)

$3 billiong

Total costs of U.S. global role $116–216 billion+ 
annually

aJ. Greenberg, 2017.
bU.S. Department of State, n.d.
cNelson, 2017.
dCongressional Budget Office, 2016.
eBearak and Gamio, 2016.
fThis is a Department of Defense estimate cited in Preble, 2013.
gThis figure refers to diplomatic activities alone and compared FY 2016 with the 
FY 2018 administration budget request as a sample of what a reduction aligned to a 
smaller international role would look like. Actual savings could be marginally larger, 
but the total diplomatic engagement budget was only $15.6 billion in FY 2016, and 
given some minimum requirement, the savings could not likely exceed $5 billion 
annually. See U.S. Department of State, 2017.
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Nonetheless, in developing a broad finding relative to the balance 
sheet of the order, we draw three general conclusions from Tables 8.1 
and 8.2. First, the costs of the predominant U.S. global role dwarf those of 
the multilateral order itself. Annual budgetary requirements for foreign 
aid and national security stem from U.S. grand strategic choices, not 
necessarily from its participation in a multilateral order. In theory the 
United States could scale back its military commitments and save an 
annual amount of money that represents a multiple of what it pays into 
the institutions of the multilateral order. Indeed, we find several areas 
in which the order’s existence has actually depressed the amount the 
United States must pay to sustain that dominant global role—an effect 
that would presumably continue at lower U.S. levels of commitment.

Second, preventing a single occurrence of either of the two major out-
comes the order seeks to avoid—a global economic depression or a regional 
conflict—provides impressive return on investment for the order. In terms 
of the price of the order’s institutions themselves, preventing a single 
global financial crisis or Iraq-sized conflict, for example, would avoid 
costs that amount to between 30 and 60 times the annual U.S. outlays 
for the order.

Third, even absent such extreme events, the persistent cost-benefit 
calculus of the multilateral order would appear to be favorable. Adding 
the value of international contributions to operations and outcomes 
favored by the United States—such as Balkan peacekeeping, the Per-
sian Gulf War, ongoing operations in Afghanistan, IMF stability funds, 
and much more—the United States buys a great deal of international 
commitment for its modest annual outlay. Some of these contributions 
would occur in any case, given the simple national interests involved. 
But the total value of these contributions has been a significant mul-
tiple of U.S. annual outlays for the institutions of the order, meaning 
that even if only a third or less of those contributions can be traced to 
the leverage of the order itself, the value equation is still favorable.
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CHAPTER NINE

Looking Ahead: The Continuing and Prospective 
Value of the Order

The primary focus of the research and analysis underlying this study 
has been the postwar order’s value to date—whether it has had mea-
surably positive outcomes for U.S. interests over the last 70 years. We 
conclude that despite very real constraints on the role of institutions 
and norms, some mixed evidence on specific points, and some gaps 
in the data, the balance of evidence supports the finding that the 
postwar order has played an important role—alongside U.S. power 
and general global trends in economics and politics—in helping to 
safeguard U.S. interests and promote U.S. objectives. Based on this 
analysis, we judge that some version of the order can continue to offer 
such beneficial effects for the U.S. national security strategy going 
forward.

In the broadest sense, at a time of accelerating interdependence in 
areas ranging from environmental issues to digital economics, a multi-
lateral order may have become a precondition for achieving individual 
national interests. This analysis does not suggest that it is sufficient—
other factors, including U.S. leadership, are critical—but a working 
global order based on principles of equitable multilateralism may be a 
necessary condition for the achievement of essential U.S. national secu-
rity interests in the 21st century.

The experience since 1945 suggests specific ways in which the 
institutions, norms, order, and global community associated with the 
postwar order can play an important role in dealing with a number of 
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national priorities. We would highlight three categories of such func-
tions. One is providing stabilizing ballast at a time of rising tension and 
entropy in world politics. Established elements of the order can provide 
reference points and expected rules of the road to work alongside U.S. 
and allied powers in keeping the international system from going too 
far off track. The elements of the order can play this role in a number 
of ways:

• Preserving a foundational base of effective international trade 
and economic institutions to preserve a sense of shared fate—and 
value—in an international order.

• Sustaining the military alliances, and reaffirming the consensus 
among the critical mass of states at the core of the order, that offer 
deterrence against aggression.

• Highlighting areas in which major countries, including China 
and the United States, continue to work together in useful ways.

• Creating a default path to Chinese influence through leadership 
of a shared rather than selfishly Sinocentric order.

A second category of continuing value of the order is in provid-
ing coordination and cooperation mechanisms to address shared chal-
lenges. This is a classic function of institutions and remains highly 
relevant today. By far the most significant such shared challenge 
is climate change, which threatens the health of the ecosystem on 
which all human life depends. Already the multilateral processes and 
habits inherent in a shared order have begun to produce agreements 
on goals and initial steps, through the negotiations and commitments 
of such joint efforts as the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Accord on cli-
mate. This process must deepen—and the U.S. leadership role must 
become far more decisive—if the multilateral order is to make the 
contribution required. From the standpoint of this analysis of the 
order’s value, the critical point is that the institutions, norms, rules, 
and habits of the shared order built since 1945 offer a sound struc-
tural basis for such collaboration, one that offers the hope of far more 
effective action than would be possible without the components of 
the postwar order.
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Beyond that leading issue, the order can be useful in promoting 
collaboration on a number of other issues, including

• the role of the United Nations Security Council in ratifying the 
attitude of global powers on such issues as North Korean nuclear 
violations

• offering mechanisms to coordinate activities to combat terrorism, 
radicalization, piracy, international crime, and more

• encouraging continued efforts to coordinate global standards on 
emerging issues such as cyber attacks and artificial intelligence.

Third and finally, the elements of the postwar order can continue 
to build on the gradual socialization process under way since 1945. The 
order has helped to establish certain cooperative processes, expecta-
tions, and norms that, while always subject and secondary to state 
interests, nonetheless have influenced both popular and official beliefs 
and actions. Going forward, these can include

• continued international support for a principle of nonaggression 
designed to preserve the trend of declining interstate conflict

• deepening networks of nonstate actors that link together mem-
bers of the order and provide domestic support for key norms, 
such as human rights and good governance.

In sum, the collaborative mechanisms, implicit sense of global 
community, institutions, rules, norms, and habits that have accumu-
lated since 1945 could potentially play an important role, and may 
in some cases be necessary, to meeting all of the major economic and 
security challenges that lie ahead. U.S. responses to these challenges—
while continuing to demand both U.S. leadership and U.S. power—
will be stronger and more effective if they are nested in the supportive 
context of a shared order. This is not to suggest that the components of 
that order can achieve outcomes on their own; as noted at the begin-
ning of this analysis, we presume that the order has been effective to 
the degree that its role has merged with that of U.S. power and broader 
trends.



76    Testing the Value of the Postwar International Order

We find this conclusion to be especially persuasive given the alter-
natives that exist to a shared order for providing the basic framework 
for the U.S. grand strategy. A highly unilateralist, nationalist approach 
would risk undermining cooperation on key security issues and doing 
serious damage to the global economy. A retreat into a Cold War–style 
division of world politics designed to deter presumed revisionists would 
exacerbate risks of war—and is probably not feasible if China is the 
leading target of such an approach. This analysis therefore concludes 
that an imperfect but meaningful shared order with the United States 
at its hub remains the best available ordering mechanism to achieve 
both short- and long-term U.S. objectives.
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challenge aspects of this order. The purpose of this report 
is very specific: to evaluate the order’s value—to assess its 
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To answer the question of the order’s value, we first had 
to define the components of the order that we proposed 
to evaluate for possible value to U.S. interests. We then 
reviewed broad assessments of the order, as well as detailed 
empirical work on its specific components. The resulting 
analysis produced five major findings: the postwar order 
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the order contributes to outcomes with measurable value 
and appears to have a strongly positive cost-benefit calculus; 
the postwar order represents a leading U.S. competitive 
advantage; if the United States wants to continue to lead 
globally, some form of order is vital; and a functioning 
multilateral order will be essential to deal with emerging 
security and economic issues.
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