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abstract

The contemporary security context of small states requires a reexamination of classical concepts of 
deterrence, based on the symmetry of military capabilities and bilateral relations. The paper ana-
lyzes multi-actor deterrence as an expanded analytical framework for understanding how small, 
militarily neutral states manage security risks amid geopolitical uncertainty and hybrid threats. 
The paper hypothesizes that deterrence in hybrid environments can no longer be understood as 
a state-centered mechanism, but as a multi-actor system shaped by state, non-state, and corporate 
actors in multiple domains. The aim of the paper is to develop an analytical framework of mul-
ti-actor deterrence applicable to small states. Through a case study of the Republic of Serbia, the 
paper shows that the deterrent effect does not primarily arise from the threat of force, but from the 
potential for networking among different actors and multi-domain synergy, which increases the 
costs and uncertainty of potential aggression. The paper also identifies key challenges to implement-
ing this model, including institutional fragmentation, capacity asymmetry, and external pressures, 
highlighting the importance of continued management of multi-actor deterrence mechanisms to 
preserve the strategic autonomy of small states.

keywords

Multi-actor deterrence, small states, Serbia, military neutrality.

1. Introduction

The contemporary international security environment is characterized by a profound transfor-
mation of the nature of threats, actors, and forms of confrontation. Classical models of deterrence, 
developed in the context of the bipolar Cold War order, were based on relatively clear assumptions. 
States were perceived as dominant and rational actors. The lines between peace and war were clear-
ly demarcated, as was the primary role of military power, especially nuclear potential, in deterring 
aggression. However, in the conditions of the post-bipolar and increasingly multipolar system, these 
assumptions have significantly eroded. Hybrid threats mark today’s security environment, actions 
below the threshold of armed conflict, multi-domain warfare, and, most importantly, the diffusion 
of actors involved in deterrence and coercion. This transformation is further accelerated by the pen-
etration of artificial intelligence and cyberspace into the domain of risk management and security 
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planning (Beriša, Cvetković, & Pavić, 2024; Cvetković et al., 2025; Cvetković et al., 2023; Cvetković et 
al., 2021; Cvetković, Čvorović, & Beriša, 2023a; Cvetković, Renner, & Jakovljević, 2024).

In such a context, deterrence is no longer exclusively a bilateral relationship between two states. 
However, it increasingly takes the form of a complex network of interactions involving various 
state and non-state actors. This phenomenon is described in contemporary literature as multi-actor 
deterrence, a form of deterrence in which multiple actors, capacities, and domains of action simul-
taneously influence a potential aggressor’s calculation. In addition to the armed forces and classical 
instruments of state power, this process also involves international institutions, military alliances, 
economic and technological actors, the media, legal regimes, and even social resilience and the pub-
lic’s cognitive perception. As Milenković et al., points out, this understanding of resilience relies 
on integrated institutional mechanisms of risk management (Milenković, 2025; Milenković & Cv-
etković, 2025; Nikolić et al., 2025; Cvetković & Šišović, 2024; Cvetković et al., 2024) Recent research 
indicates that deterrence in the modern security environment is conceptualized as a distributed and 
networked process, in which responsibility for the deterrent effect is not concentrated in a single 
actor, but is distributed among multiple institutions and actors of different levels of power (Baev, 
Marsh, & Martins, 2025).

A particular analytical challenge is applying the concept of deterrence to small states. Traditional 
theories of deterrence, based on symmetry or at least on the relative priority of capabilities, are dif-
ficult to apply to states that lack significant military or economic power. In this sense, small states 
are often viewed in classical theory as passive objects of deterrence, as beneficiaries of protection by 
great powers and alliances, or as actors with limited opportunities to influence security dynamics 
independently. However, the modern multi-actor environment opens the space to reconsider this 
approach. It is precisely the complexity, fragmentation, and networking of modern security rela-
tions that allow small states, despite limited resources, to achieve a relevant deterrent effect through 
a combination of different actors, domains, and instruments of action.

The Republic of Serbia can be considered a very interesting case in this regard. As a small state 
with formally proclaimed military neutrality, Serbia is located in the geopolitically sensitive Balkans, 
which is also a zone of overlapping interests among several major and regional powers. Surrounded 
by NATO members (the North Atlantic Treaty Organization) and strongly connected to the Euro-
pean Union (EU), while maintaining developed relations with the Russian Federation, the People’s 
Republic of China, and other actors, Serbia is exposed to various political, economic, informational, 
and security pressures. These pressures rarely manifest as a direct military threat. However, they are 
mostly expressed through hybrid instruments of action, including strategic communications, legal 
and institutional mechanisms, economic leverage, and influence in the information space. A special 
place in this spectrum is occupied by cyberattacks such as ransomware operations that can produce 
systemic economic and security consequences (Vidović, Cvetković, Beriša, & Milašinović, 2025).

In such an environment, classical deterrence, based on the threat of punishment, proves insuf-
ficient and difficult to sustain. Serbia does not have the capacity to impose unacceptable costs on a 
potential aggressor through direct military escalation, nor can it rely fully on collective deterrence 
mechanisms given its specific foreign policy position. However, this does not mean that Serbia is 
deprived of deterrence potential. On the contrary, in its case, deterrence is increasingly achieved 
through a combination of deterrence by deprivation, the increasing complexity of the security envi-
ronment, and strategic pragmatism in foreign policy (Pavić & Beriša, 2025).

The starting assumption of this paper is that small states such as Serbia already employ elements 
of multi-actor deterrence. However, they are not always explicitly articulated in strategic and doc-
trinal documents. State institutions, armed forces, diplomatic activity, economic ties, legal and nor-
mative frameworks, as well as non-state actors such as the media, academia, the information sector, 
and the diaspora, together contribute to creating a deterrence effect that is not based on the threat of 
force, but on increasing costs, uncertainty, and political risk for potential sources of pressure. In this 
sense, Serbia can be seen not as a front or buffer zone, but as a strategic node in a wider network of 
security relations. The contribution of this paper is reflected in the conceptualization of multi-actor 
deterrence as an analytical framework applicable to small states, which bridges the gap between 
classical deterrence theory and contemporary hybrid security challenges.
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The authors will present, through theoretical analysis and a case study of the Republic of Serbia, 
an analytical framework of multi-actor deterrence applicable to small and militarily neutral states. 
The paper uses a combined methodological approach that includes a theoretical analysis of the con-
cept of multi-actor deterrence and a case study of the Republic of Serbia, with a focus on institutional 
and non-state actors. A qualitative approach to the case study of the Republic of Serbia is applied, 
based on the analysis of strategic documents, laws, official statements, reports, and academic publi-
cations. The sources were selected for their relevance to multi-actor and multi-domain deterrence to 
identify specific mechanisms and instruments of deterrence.

While the existing literature mainly analyses multi-domain and integrated deterrence from the 
perspective of great powers and alliances, this paper shows that multi-actor deterrence is a key 
mechanism of security adaptation of small and militarily neutral states, which bases deterrence not 
on superior force, but on managing complexity and risk perception. In the “multi-actor deterrence” 
model, military neutrality is treated as a supporting, but not necessary, factor. It shapes the frame-
work in which Serbia maneuvers, providing an additional signal of independence and minimizing 
the risk of confrontation with great powers. However, the concept of multi-actor deterrence itself 
can also function in the context of small allied states, with less flexibility in signaling and greater 
dependence on collective security mechanisms. Neutrality is not the driver of the model, but a factor 
that strengthens the credibility and consistency of deterrence in a complex multi-actor environment.

2. Theoretical framework: from classical to multi-actor deterrence

The classical theory of deterrence was developed within the realist paradigm of international 
relations. Deterrence was defined as the ability of a state to dissuade an adversary from taking a par-
ticular action by threatening unacceptable costs, either through deterrence by punishment or denial 
of success (Mazarr, 2018). Such an approach implied a relatively clear link between capacity, intent, 
and credibility. However, the end of the bipolar system and the emergence of new security challeng-
es have led to an expansion and re-examination of this concept. Continued low-intensity conflicts, 
hybrid threats, cyber operations, and information warfare point to the limitations of a model that 
relies exclusively on military force and state actors. Instead of symmetrical relations, asymmetry 
dominates, and actors’ rationality becomes contextual and culturally conditioned.

In such an environment, deterrence is no longer a one-time act of signaling, but a continuous 
process of interaction. It encompasses not only preventing an armed attack but also managing the 
behavior of actors in “gray zones,” where the boundaries between peace and war are blurred (Fuku-
da, 2024). This transformation opens space for conceptualizing multi-actor deterrence as a broader 
analytical framework.

Multi-actor deterrence is not treated in this paper as a normative model that states should adopt, 
but rather as an analytical framework for understanding how deterrence is actually achieved in a 
complex and multi-domain security environment. This approach is in line with recent work suggest-
ing that deterrence can be understood less as a linear relationship between threat and response, and 
more as the result of the interaction among multiple actors, domains, and institutional mechanisms 
within a complex security system.

2.1. Classical deterrence theory: assumptions

Deterrence theory is one of the fundamental concepts of security and strategic studies in the sec-
ond half of the 20th century. Its classical form was developed in the context of the nuclear confron-
tation between the United States of America (USA) and the Soviet Union and rested on a relatively 
stable set of assumptions: states are rational and unitary actors, security interactions are primarily 
bilateral, and decisions about the use of force are made based on cost-benefit calculations. In such 
a framework, deterrence is defined as preventing an adversary from taking undesirable action by 
threatening unacceptable punishment or denying the opportunity to succeed in aggression.
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A key contribution to this understanding of deterrence was made by Thomas Schelling, who 
understood deterrence as a special form of influencing an adversary’s behavior, based not on the 
direct use of force but on the threat of its use and the management of expectations and perceptions 
(Schelling, 1960). In this sense, deterrence is primarily a psychological and communicative process, 
not exclusively a material demonstration of power. Later authors, such as Glenn Snyder, have fur-
ther elaborated on the distinction between deterrence and coercion, as well as the role of credibility 
and interest in the sustainability of deterrent relationships (Snyder, 1961).

Within the classical theory, the division into deterrence by punishment and deterrence by denial 
is particularly significant (Freedman, 2004). The first form involves the ability and willingness to 
impose unacceptable costs on the aggressor after the aggression has been committed, while the sec-
ond aims to make aggression unprofitable or infeasible in advance by strengthening defenses and 
reducing the probability of success of the attack. However, both forms are present in classical theory; 
deterrence by punishment dominated during the Cold War, primarily in the nuclear domain.

2.2. Limitations of classical theory in the modern security environment

With the end of the Cold War and the transformation of the international system, it has become 
increasingly clear that the classical theory of deterrence has significant limitations. Contemporary 
conflicts rarely unfold as open, high-intensity interstate wars. They are increasingly realized through 
a complex network of interactions that take the form of protracted, fragmented, and hybrid confron-
tations below the threshold of formal war. In such conditions, the clear lines between peace and war, 
as well as between military and non-military instruments, become blurred.

One of the key challenges to classical deterrence is the emergence of multi-domain warfare, in 
which actions take place simultaneously in land, sea, air, cyber, and information space (Hew, 2013). 
In addition, the rise of non-state actors plays a significant role, whose behavior often does not fit the 
rationalist models on which classical deterrence theory is based. These actors may have diffuse deci-
sion-making structures, asymmetric goals, and limited sensitivity to classical forms of punishment.

Additionally, contemporary “gray zone” strategies allow actors to avoid activating classical de-
terrence mechanisms through gradual and incremental action. As Michael J. Mazarr points out, such 
activities are designed to fall below the threshold that would justify a strong response, thereby un-
dermining the credibility of traditional deterrence threats  (Mazarr, 2015). In this sense, deterrence 
can no longer be understood as a stable state, but as a dynamic and contextually conditioned process.

2.3. Multi-Actor Deterrence as an Expanded Analytical Framework

In response to these changes, attempts to expand the concept of deterrence beyond the narrow 
state-centric framework are increasingly appearing in contemporary literature. Multi-actor deter-
rence is based on the assumption that the decisions of a potential aggressor are not influenced ex-
clusively by a single state actor, but by a network of different actors and domains of action whose 
effects intertwine and multiply.

In this sense, deterrence can be viewed as a network phenomenon in which states, alliances, inter-
national institutions, economic and technological actors, as well as social and cognitive factors, joint-
ly shape the perception of risk and costs. This understanding of deterrence is close to the concepts of 
“integrated deterrence” and “cross-domain deterrence”, which emphasize the need for coordination 
among different instruments of power and actors to achieve a cumulative effect (Ochmanek et al., 
2017).

Unlike the classical model, multi-actor deterrence does not necessarily imply a clearly articulated 
threat or centralized control over all actors. On the contrary, its effectiveness often stems from the 
very complexity and uncertainty it creates for a potential aggressor. This characteristic makes mul-
ti-actor deterrence particularly relevant for small states. Which, rather than relying on the limited 
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capacities of classical military force, may seek to network different actors and domains in order to 
increase the costs and risks of aggressive action against them.

Modern deterrence cannot be understood without insight into the multi-domain environment 
in which it is implemented. The military, political, economic, informational, and cognitive domains 
are intertwined, meaning that actions in one domain produce effects in others. This inter-domain 
dynamic further complicates the deterrence process and increases the importance of coordinating 
different instruments of power. Modern research indicates that the application of artificial intelli-
gence significantly improves the coordination of responses in complex crises (Ocal & Torun, 2025). 
Of particular importance is the information domain, in which perceptions, legitimacy, and interpre-
tations of actor behavior are shaped. In this sense, strategic communications and information oper-
ations become the central element of multi-actor deterrence, rather than its accompanying segment.

Table 1. Actors and effects in multi-domain deterrence

Actor Type Examples of actors Key Domain Basic instrument Deterrence effect

State Government, armed 
forces, diplomacy Political / Legal Diplomatic and legal 

mechanisms Increase in political costs

Non-State Media, NGOs, academ-
ia, diaspora Informational Narratives and public 

visibility Perceived increase in costs

Corporate Companies, technology 
platforms

Economic / Techno-
logical

Investments, institutional 
decisions Increase in economic costs

International UN, EU, OSCE Normative Institutional pressure Increase in legitimacy costs

Table 1 presents multi-actor deterrence as an analytical framework in which different categories 
of actors, through different domains of action, cumulatively produce political, perceptual, and eco-
nomic and legitimacy costs of escalation. Essentially, it shows the categories of actors in multi-do-
main deterrence and their cumulative impact on the costs and risk perception of potential aggres-
sors. Deterrence effects on the listed categories of actors are produced through a cause-and-effect 
logic: actions in a specific domain (political, economic, informational, or normative) activate mecha-
nisms that increase the costs, uncertainty, or risk of a potential aggressor. For example, political-le-
gal instruments of state actors signal international legitimacy and legal consequences; informational 
instruments of non-state actors shape public perception; and economic-technological instruments of 
corporate actors increase the material and operational costs of undesirable actions.

The uniqueness of the concept of multi-actor deterrence in this paper emphasizes the plurality of 
actors (state, non-state, and corporate) and the diffusion of responsibilities across multiple domains, 
to shape the risk perception of a potential aggressor. Unlike integrated or cross-domain deterrence, 
the focus is not only on the coordination of instruments or the networking of domains, but on the in-
teraction of multiple actors, which produces a cumulative deterrent effect. The concept begins with 
the identification of relevant actors and domains and ends with an increase in uncertainty, costs, and 
political risk, without the direct use of force.

3. Small states and the logic of multi-actor deterrence

The importance of adaptive and unconventional models of deterrence for small states has been 
confirmed in recent academic debates, including the international conference Defense Strategies of 
Small States and Smaller Forces held in 2025, which emphasized that limited resources encourage 
the development of innovative, multi-domain, and multi-actor approaches to defense (SSU, 2025). 
In addition to the above, special discussions were held on the contemporary defense adaptations 
of small states, which support the thesis that they develop innovative models of deterrence in the 
absence of military force dominance. However, before we consider this concept through the lens of 
small states, it is necessary to formalize it. Namely, multi-actor deterrence is the process of strate-
gically shaping the behavior of potential adversaries in a complex security environment. In which 
multiple state and non-state actors of different levels of power and rationality participate, through 
the coordinated use of military, political, economic, informational, and normative instruments, to 
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prevent undesirable actions below and above the threshold of armed conflict (Black & Obradovic, 
2022). Key features of this concept are the plurality of actors, the diffusion of responsibility, the mul-
ti-domain nature of action, and the primacy of perception over material capacities. Unlike classical 
deterrence, where the relationship between the deterrent and the deterred is relatively clear, mul-
ti-actor deterrence operates as a network of interactions in which roles are often fluid.

A particular challenge with this concept is identifying actors. Within multi-actor deterrence, three 
basic categories of actors can be identified: primary state actors and alliances, secondary non-state 
and proxy actors, and structural actors that shape the normative and informational context. This 
typology indicates that deterrence does not operate exclusively through direct power relations, but 
also through indirect mechanisms of influence. 

In addition to the above, it is necessary to define appropriate mechanisms and instruments of 
action. In addition to the classic mechanisms of punishment and deprivation, multi-actor deterrence 
also includes deterrence through interdependence, legitimacy, and strategic ambiguity. Economic 
connectivity, legal regimes, and dominant narratives become means of increasing the costs of un-
desirable behavior for potential adversaries. The three previously mentioned segments related to 
the definition, selection of actors, mechanisms, and instruments are also a starting point for further 
analysis in the context of small states.

3.1. Structural constraints of small states in classical deterrence

In international relations theory, small states are traditionally defined primarily by their limited 
material capacities and limited influence on the structure of the international system. In the context 
of classical deterrence theory, these characteristics produce clear structural limitations: an inability 
to impose unacceptable costs on a potential aggressor, limited ability to escalate dominance, and de-
pendence on external security guarantees (Keohane, 1969). As a consequence, small states are most 
often treated in classical models of deterrence as objects of deterrence, rather than as autonomous 
subjects that actively shape relations in the deterrence process.

Maria Keinonen argues that small states can strengthen their deterrence through national factors, 
such as strong defense and societal resilience, as well as international factors, such as military and 
political alliances. Limited resources and low international status can translate into national deter-
rent advantages, while the political intentions and historical practices of potential aggressors act as 
international deterrent factors that shape decisions and enhance the deterrent effect (Keinonen, 2024).

In addition to material constraints, small states also face significant political and strategic risks. 
Any reliance on deterrence through punishment carries the risk of uncontrolled escalation, in which 
the small state lacks the capacity to manage the conflict’s dynamics. As a result, classical deterrence 
strategies are often either unavailable or strategically unsustainable for small states, further reinforc-
ing the importance of alternative approaches.

3.2. From deterrence by force to deterrence by complexity

The contemporary security environment, marked by hybrid threats and gray-area operations, 
opens space for a different logic of deterrence for small states. Instead of relying on the threat of 
punishment, deterrence by deprivation, which aims to make aggression slow, costly, and uncertain, 
is gaining increasing importance (Freedman, 2004). This form of deterrence does not require symme-
try of capacity, but the ability to deny the adversary a quick and clear success.

In this context, the concept of “deterrence through complexity” emerges, which implies a delib-
erate increase in the institutional, social, legal, and operational complexity of the environment in 
which potential aggression would have to be implemented. As Lawrence Freedman points out, con-
temporary deterrence relies less and less on a single dominant threat, more and more on the cumu-
lative effect of various, often indirect, mechanisms of influence (Freedman, 2013). For small states, 
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this logic represents a rational strategic adaptation, as it allows them to maximize the deterrent effect 
while minimizing confrontation.

One of the significant factors shaping and complicating contemporary concepts of deterrence 
is the development of technology such as artificial intelligence. Dingil (Hurşit Dingil) shows that 
artificial intelligence transforms traditional, state-centric models of deterrence, extending them to 
a multi-actor environment in which non-state and corporate actors play a significant role (Dingil, 
2025). Artificial intelligence acts as a strategic power multiplier, but it also increases the risk of dest-
abilization and miscalculations. Therefore, effective deterrence increasingly relies on multilateral 
governance mechanisms and institutional coordination between different actors.

3.3. Network logic and multi-actor deterrence

Multi-actor deterrence is a logical continuation of this evolution. Instead of a centralized, state-ex-
clusive model, deterrence is viewed as the result of the interaction among multiple actors deployed 
across different domains. Among other things, the modern security ecosystem is characterized by 
the growing role of private military actors (Vračević, 2025). These actors do not have to act in sync 
or under a unified command to produce a deterrent effect; it suffices that their mere existence and 
potential actions increase a potential aggressor’s perception of risk and uncertainty.

The literature on small states suggests that networking with alliances, international institutions, 
economic and technological partners, and non-state actors is a key mechanism for compensating for 
structural weaknesses (Thorhallsson, 2012). In this sense, a small state can function as a “node” in a 
wider network of security relations, the significance of which does not derive from the concentration 
of force, but from position and connectivity.

Contemporary conflicts increasingly involve military actors in roles beyond classic combat tasks 
(Popović Mančević, 2025). More recent analytical models of non-kinetic deterrence suggest that in-
struments such as institutional signals, economic interdependencies, and normative positioning can 
have a stabilizing deterrent effect, especially in environments where the use of military force is lim-
ited or politically risky (Meng, 2025). 

3.4. Comparative insights: experiences of small states

Empirical insights from the practice of several small states further support the relevance of mul-
ti-actor deterrence. Finland and Estonia have developed concepts of comprehensive and total de-
fense, which integrate military, civilian, economic, and information capabilities into a single resil-
ience system (Järvenpää, Major, & Sakkov, 2019). Singapore, on the other hand, combines limited 
territorial depth with highly developed institutional and technological complexity, thereby signifi-
cantly increasing the costs of any external pressure (Matthews & Timur, 2023).

The common characteristic of these examples is not the size of the armed forces, but rather the 
state’s ability to mobilize and coordinate a wide range of actors and domains of action. This is pre-
cisely the essence of multi-actor deterrence of small states: deterrence is not achieved with a single 
blow or a single threat, but through the permanent creation of an environment in which aggression 
becomes politically, operationally, and socially unprofitable.

These insights provide a necessary analytical bridge to the case of the Republic of Serbia. An 
analysis of Serbia’s strategic and security context is a prerequisite for understanding how the logic 
of multi-actor deterrence can be, and to some extent is, applied within its specific geopolitical and 
normative framework.
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4. Case study: Republic of Serbia

Serbia’s geopolitical position, historical experience of multi-layered foreign policy pressures, and 
commitment to military neutrality position it as a pivotal actor in a multi-actor deterrence system 
(Glišin, 2025). As a state located at the intersection of the interests of several major and regional pow-
ers, Serbia simultaneously receives, interprets, and sends signals to various centers of power, with-
out formal allied obligations that would define its behavior in advance (Gajić, 2023). In this sense, its 
role is not passive but mediating and adaptive, with deterrence achieved through the management 
of perceptions, uncertainty, and spaces for maneuver in a complex security environment.

The concept of deterrence of the Republic of Serbia relies on a combination of limited but cred-
ible military capabilities, active and balanced diplomacy, normative legalism, and controlled in-
formation-narrative strategies. Unlike the classical logic of deterrence based on the threat of force, 
the Serbian deterrence model focuses on the production of political, perceptual, and legal costs for 
actors who would opt for escalation. Of particular importance is the consistent emphasis on respect 
for international law and the status quo, which is a key element of national security strategies that 
thoroughly analyze military neutrality and cooperation as instruments for achieving the national in-
terests of the Republic of Serbia (Ćurčić & Dinić, 2024). This expanded understanding of deterrence 
shifts the focus from the narrow military domain to the broader political and social space.

At the same time, the implementation of this approach is accompanied by significant structural 
challenges and paradoxes of military neutrality. Although neutrality reduces the risk of automatic 
involvement in great-power conflicts, it increases the need for sophisticated signal management, 
credibility, and alignment with external actors’ expectations. In a multi-actor environment, Serbia’s 
deterrence does not rest on superior force, but on the ability to influence the calculations of others 
through a combination of strategic restraint, selective assertiveness, and sustained diplomatic activi-
ty, which makes this model sensitive, but also potentially effective in conditions of limited resources 
(Lekić, 2017).

Viewed in light of the modern concept of deterrence, as well as the multi-actor deterrence in ques-
tion, Serbia’s position can be interpreted as an example of a small state that deters not by concen-
trating force but by managing a network of relationships, expectations, and institutional constraints. 
Military neutrality can be considered as a starting point. Serbia officially practices military neutrality 
as the basis of its foreign and security policy. Military neutrality has a normative aspect, grounded 
in national legal acts and international law, and a political aspect, as it allows Serbia to maneuver 
among different global actors and blocs.

From Serbia’s perspective, as well as that of other small countries, it is important to distinguish 
neutrality from isolation. While isolation implies distancing from international processes and weak-
ening state capacities, neutrality is an active stance that requires deterrence, diplomatic flexibility, 
and participation in regional security initiatives, such as partnerships with NATO through the Part-
nership for Peace. As an example, Serbia participates in multinational exercises with NATO partners 
while maintaining military and economic relations with the Russian Federation and the People’s 
Republic of China, showing that neutrality is not a passive policy.

One factor that may be of great importance is Serbia’s geopolitical hub in the Balkan environ-
ment. It is expressed in the position of the Balkan “geopolitical cross” in the “sensitive intersecting 
zone”, which was formed centuries ago, in the field of aggressive geopolitical action outside the Bal-
kan political factors (states and alliances), as a zone of their violent infiltration (Despotović, 2010). As 
previously stated, Serbia is located in the geopolitical hub of the Balkans, a region that represents a 
contact zone for major actors. The presence of several global and regional powers - the EU, the USA, 
the Russian Federation, the People’s Republic of China, and Turkey - creates a dynamic environment 
in which every decision has effects in multiple domains. For example, China’s investments in infra-
structure, US diplomatic pressure on the issue of Kosovo and Metohija, and EU integration process-
es require Serbia to maintain credibility and flexibility simultaneously in a multi-actor environment. 
Serbia’s specific geopolitical position allows it to act as a mediator, but also requires constant risk 
management from pressures.
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4.1. Threat perception

Modern threats include a range of hybrid and information-based components that operate be-
low the threshold of armed conflict and may pose a threat to national security. As a small country, 
Serbia is not immune to these threats. Threat perception in Serbia can be grouped into three main 
categories.

The first group of threats is cyber and critical infrastructure. Threats include hacker attacks on 
state systems, energy, and telecommunications infrastructure. Such incidents can disrupt state func-
tions and cause significant economic and security consequences. These threats include cyber-attacks 
on critical infrastructure and state systems, which can disrupt the functioning of basic social and 
economic resources. Another form of threat manifestation is most often disinformation campaigns 
and the manipulation of media narratives, which affect the public’s beliefs and institutional capacity 
for decision-making. The last example is economic and political pressures from great powers. These 
often manifest as economic dependence, conditionality, and foreign policy pressures that under-
mine institutional stability.

An example is research on the economic aspects of cybersecurity. Vidović and Beriša show that 
cyberattacks have direct socio-financial consequences that materialize outside the digital space, in-
cluding jeopardizing the functioning of critical infrastructure and financial flows within the national 
economy (Vidović & Beriša, 2025). This is precisely why the development and strengthening of in-
formation and cybersecurity capacities have become a priority in Serbia, which implies institutional 
coordination and the ability to respond not only to the technological but also to the structural impli-
cations of such attacks (Stošić & Janković, 2022).

The second group of threats comprises informational influences. Disinformation, propaganda, 
and manipulation of public opinion can affect political stability and the perception of legitimacy of 
state institutions. Controlled media narratives and diplomatic channels attempt to mitigate this ef-
fect. Disinformation and propaganda narratives, as part of broader informational threats, can under-
mine trust in institutions and the useful functioning of democratic processes. Studies in the regional 
and international contexts indicate that hybrid operations include media manipulation as a means 
of political influence, which requires a prolonged, multi-actor response (Kuçi, 2024). A similar prin-
ciple can be applied to Serbia, which is a significant regional actor in the Balkans. 

The third group of threats comprises economic and political influence. Threats come through eco-
nomic sanctions, energy dependence, or pressure from international actors. Serbia perceives them 
as a challenge to maintaining strategic autonomy and pragmatic positioning. In addition, economic 
and political pressures from great powers, whether through economic dependence, investment ties, 
or political conditionality, represent a powerful instrument in hybrid strategies that operate below 
the threshold of military conflict and can have serious implications for institutional stability and 
national autonomy. This is in line with a broader security approach that recognizes that security is 
achieved not only through military resilience, but also through economic resilience and social stabil-
ity. In addition, resilience is generally conceptualized as a multidimensional system that encompass-
es institutional, technological, and social capacities (Milenković & Cvetković, 2025).

Therefore, Serbia perceives these threats as a direct challenge to national security and institu-
tional stability, requiring the development of a multi-actor deterrence system that combines state, 
private, and civilian capacities. In addition, modern approaches increasingly emphasize the need 
to integrate defense studies and disaster risk reduction into a single security framework (Rokvić 
& Dimitrijević, 2025). Such a system includes strengthening cyber resilience, legal and regulatory 
frameworks, public diplomacy, and strategic communications that aim to reduce vulnerability to 
information and economic pressures, while building society’s capacities to respond to complex and 
asymmetric threats.
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4.2. Actors

In the context of the Republic of Serbia, it is possible to distinguish several actors in the concept 
of multi-domain deterrence: state, non-state, and societal actors. The main carriers of multi-actor 
deterrence in the Republic of Serbia are state actors, primarily the Serbian Armed Forces, security 
institutions, and the diplomatic network. The Serbian Armed Forces are a key element of deterrence, 
underpinned by a defense concept aimed at protecting territorial integrity and responding to crises 
in the immediate environment. Its capabilities to operate across multiple domains, including cyber 
and information space, enable limited but credible responses to hybrid threats, thereby contributing 
to deterrence without relying on the classical superiority of force. In addition, security institutions 
integrate intelligence, police, and civilian capacities, thereby strengthening the preventive dimen-
sion of deterrence and enabling early recognition and neutralization of threats below the threshold 
of armed conflict. Serbia’s diplomatic network also plays a significant role, enabling flexible man-
agement of multi-vector relations, especially regarding key issues such as Kosovo and Metohija, 
regional stability, and energy security.

In addition to state structures, non-state and societal actors also make a significant contribution 
to multi-actor deterrence in Serbia. The academic and expert community helps shape security pol-
icies through analyses, studies, and public expertise, thereby indirectly influencing the quality of 
strategic decision-making and increasing the rationality of responses to complex threats. The media 
and information space plays a special role in shaping deterrence signals, as it influences public per-
ception and external actors alike, thereby bringing deterrence into the domain of strategic commu-
nications. At the same time, the information sector and national cyber capabilities represent a key 
line of defense against cyberattacks on critical infrastructure and institutional systems, acting both 
preventively and reactively. The diaspora, as a specific social actor, can act as an external multiplier 
of Serbia’s influence, especially in diplomatic, economic, and informational processes, thereby ex-
panding the reach of national deterrence beyond formal state channels.

The interaction of state and non-state actors represents the essence of the multidomain logic in 
Serbia’s multi-actor deterrence system. It is precisely through this synergy that the political and 
operational costs of potential aggression increase, thereby reducing the cost-effectiveness of hybrid 
and indirect actions against the state. Instead of positioning itself as a frontline actor in the confron-
tation with great powers, Serbia, through coordinated actions by various actors, positions itself as a 
“node” in the regional and broader security environment. Such an approach allows the maintenance 
of deterrence credibility without the need for symmetrical military superiority, relying on a com-
bination of institutional resilience, social cohesion, and active perception management. Multi-actor 
deterrence thus appears as an adaptive, contextually responsive model of security for a small state 
in conditions of limited resources and formal military neutrality.

In the Serbian context, multi-actor deterrence operates through fragmented but recognizable co-
ordination paths. State actors, namely the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and 
the National Security Council, integrate political and legal instruments. In contrast, non-state and 
corporate actors (energy and technology companies, media actors) contribute technical and cogni-
tive signals. International actors and partners operate through formal and informal mechanisms of 
consultation and advice. The governance mechanism is partly centralized (through state coordina-
tors), but in practice is fragmented, reflecting the limitations of small, neutral states in a multi-actor 
environment and confirming the need for strategic pragmatism.

In addition, in the case of Serbia, multi-actor deterrence manifests itself through multiple do-
mains and actors. First, legal and normative signaling is realized through the adoption of defense 
strategies and participation in international agreements, which indicates to potential aggressors an 
institutionally regulated and predictable environment. Second, diplomatic channels and media nar-
ratives are used to convey clear messages about interests and readiness to coordinate with alliances 
and partners; an example is diplomatic contacts with NATO members and simultaneous public 
communication about the policy of military neutrality. Third, cyber capabilities and corporate part-
nerships serve as an indirect deterrent, as modern IT systems, together with technology companies 
and institutional platforms, increase the costs of potential hybrid attacks and prevent information 
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manipulation. These examples show how different actors and domains, through concrete and verifi-
able activities, produce a cumulative deterrent effect in a complex security environment.

4.3. Limitations and risks of multi-actor deterrence in the case of Serbia

It is particularly important to consider the limitations and risks of applying this concept to small 
states, including Serbia. The multi-actor approach to deterrence faces several challenges in small 
states. Coordination challenges and capacity asymmetry can be particularly highlighted here. 
Namely, multi-actor deterrence involves interactions among multiple state and non-state actors, of-
ten leading to coordination problems in implementing the strategy. Institutional fragmentation and 
the diversity of competencies slow the decision-making process and can cause delays in responding 
to crises, especially in the case of cyberattacks or information overload. In addition, the asymmetry 
in actors’ capacities, where some have significant resources and expertise. In contrast, others have 
limited ability to act, can result in uneven implementation of the strategy, reducing its credibility 
and influence with potential adversaries. These coordination challenges underscore the need for 
clear governance mechanisms, standardized procedures, and ongoing dialogue among all relevant 
actors for multi-actor deterrence to be effective.

Contemporary threats to Serbia’s national security, including cyberattacks, information influence 
strategies, and economic and political pressures, are increasingly viewed as part of a hybrid 
threat that requires an integrated, multi-actor response from state and non-state actors. Academic 
analysis indicates that modern threats encompass “non-military threats and hybrid components” 
that are inextricably linked to the functioning of the national security system and require broad 
coordination of capacities in order to effectively counter them (Lović & Stojanović, 2024).

Another significant segment comprises the risks of instrumentalization and external pressures. 
In addition to internal coordination challenges, multi-actor deterrence in Serbia carries the risk of 
instrumentalization by non-state actors. When the academic community, media, information sector 
or diaspora act independently or are influenced by external actors, there may be a loss of control 
over initiatives and questions of legitimacy of these activities. At the same time, Serbia faces external 
pressures from great powers that seek to reduce the state’s room for maneuver and to binarize its 
choices of political or economic orientation. These factors reduce the flexibility of the multi-actor 
approach and require careful coordination of state and non-state actors to maintain deterrence as 
credible, adapted to the context, and resistant to instrumentalization or political pressures.

Finally, we can divide constraints into internal and external. Internal constraints arise from frag-
mented coordination and differing capacities among state and non-state actors, thereby reducing 
the effectiveness and consistency of deterrence measures. Also, legitimacy issues and incoherent 
messaging can undermine the perception of deterrence signals, which require clear lines of account-
ability, regular synchronization mechanisms, and coordinated strategic communication.

External constraints include pressures to take sides, the influence of intermediaries, and econom-
ic dependence, which can narrow the room for maneuver. Mitigating them involves a multi-vector 
diplomatic approach, clear frameworks for cooperation, and diversification of sources to maintain 
flexibility and deterrence effectiveness.

5. Conclusion

The contemporary international security environment requires small states such as Serbia to 
adapt classical deterrence models to multi-actor and multi-domain forms. Serbia does not rely on 
the symmetry of force or formal allied guarantees for its security, but rather develops a network of 
state and non-state actors that influence the risk calculation of potential adversaries. This strategy of 
multi-actor deterrence allows for increasing the costs of undesirable behavior, managing uncertain-
ty, and maintaining strategic maneuver space in conditions of military neutrality. The paper con-
firmed the hypothesis that Serbia, as a small and militarily neutral state, achieves a deterrent effect 



Aleksandar Pavić, Hatidža Beriša

International Journal of Contemporary Security Studies • Vol. 2, No. 1 •

40

through a combination of state and non-state actors, the networking of different domains of action, 
and the strategic shaping of the perception of risk among potential aggressors.

The analysis shows that small states can achieve deterrence through multi-actor and multi-do-
main strategies that do not rely solely on military superiority. Key elements include:

•	 Increasing the complexity of the security environment;
•	 Coordination of state and non-state actors;
•	 Strategic pragmatism and networking in international institutions.

The multi-actor approach shows that deterrence is no longer a linear process between two pow-
ers, but a dynamic and contextually conditioned phenomenon in which institutional complexity, 
perception and coordination of different domains play an important role. At the same time, this logic 
fosters structural fragmentation, the potential instrumentalization of non-state actors, and external 
pressures that require constant attention and flexibility in strategic planning.

The application of multi-actor deterrence in the case of Serbia points to a new model of adaptive, 
complex, and networked deterrence that could serve as an analytical framework for other small 
states in multipolar and hybrid security environments. The key conclusion is that the effectiveness 
of small states’ deterrence does not stem solely from the amount of force, but from the ability to 
manage the complexity of the environment, institutional capacities, and risk perception.
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