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•	 Prevention. Intelligence customers first try to prevent a disadvantageous 
situation from developing. Examples include preventing the opponent 
from acquiring or developing a capability, a strategy, or a new weapons 
system; preventing an unfavorable decision from being made; or pre-
venting the opposing negotiations team from taking a certain position. 
Prevention can also include making an existing situation more advan-
tageous, for example, by encouraging an opponent to reverse an  
unfavorable decision that has been made; rolling back an opponent’s 
existing capability; or inducing the opponent to abandon a favorable 
position or pull out of a contested area.

•	 Deterrence. Deterrence is used when it is too late for prevention. Ex-
amples include deterring an attack, deterring the use of a capability or 
weapons system; deterring the opponent from escalating or aggravat-
ing a crisis; or creating uncertainty that induces the opponent to be 
cautious. Prevention keeps a situation from becoming unfavorable; 
deterrence focuses on an opponent’s potential actions as a way to re-
solve an already unfavorable situation.

•	 Defeat. When all else fails, the goal is to resolve the conflict on favor-
able terms. Examples include defeating the opponent in armed com-
bat, destroying the opponent’s weapons of mass destruction, or taking 
market share away from the opponent in commerce.

Until September 11, 2001, when terrorists attacked the World Trade  
Center and the Pentagon, the U.S. Department of Defense’s Central Command 
(CENTCOM) was primarily focused on prevention and deterrence vis-à-vis 
the Taliban and al Qaeda in Afghanistan. After September 11, CENTCOM 
moved quickly into operational planning and then into tactics for defeating its 
opponents.

We have said that intelligence supports operations across the spectrum of 
conflict. Intelligence, like operations, can be broadly defined at the top level 
as being strategic, operational, or tactical.
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Figure 4-1    The Conflict Spectrum




