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Security Deficit 

- Rosita Dellios, Bond University 

Key Words: human security, non-traditional security threats, ‘military operations other than 
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A security deficit essentially refers to a threat. It can be on different scales from sub-national 
to national and global. Threats come in various forms, not only military, but also societal, 
economic, political and cultural. Further adding to the complexity of what is a threat – and 
hence what constitutes a security deficit – the scale and form of threats need not be distinct 
but can impact on, or overlap, one another. The impact of climate change, for example, may 
be analysed at global and local levels, as well as its economic and policy implications. Unlike 
traditional threats, where military force is used against an adversary, non-traditional security 
threats – like climate change, transnational crime, politically motivated violence or economic 
crises – are often depicted in human security terms.  

Human security itself is a broad term, the referent being the human rather than the state, and 
needs to be viewed within particular contexts. One context is that of non-state armed groups. 
These include terrorists, insurgents, militias, and criminal organizations. They not only pose a 
military threat to states and their neighbouring regions but, from the human security 
perspective, to local communities. Indeed, research suggests that “the most pervasive threat 
from non-state armed groups is to the human security of local civilians” (Englehart, 2016). 
This is illustrated by the activities of Islamic State (IS). Among other violations, its genocidal 
aggression against Iraq’s Yazidi minority in 2014 has been well documented (UN, 2014). 
Englehart (2016) points out that non-state armed groups can even be a source of security, as 
exemplified by the Kurdish peshmerga militias having assisted Yazidis fleeing IS. This was 
enabled by state intervention in the form of US airstrikes against Islamic State, showing state 
and non-state actors have their distinctive and complementary roles to play.  

Indeed, the United States may be regarded as the main supplier of the security to other states 
in what Reveron (2016) refers to as “exporting security”. This goes beyond the application of 
its warfighting capabilities and enters the realm of non-warfighting activities. These are 
aimed at reducing security deficits worldwide, including humanitarian assistance and other 
‘soft power’ expressions of military cooperation. Variously termed ‘military operations other 
than war’ (MOOTW), ‘peace support operations’ (PSO), and non-war missions, they provide 
public goods to the international community. 

China, too, has emphasized its MOOTW (State Council Information Office, Part V), having 
engaged in counter-terrorism and anti-piracy efforts, UN peacekeeping, and rescue operations 
in disaster or war zones. China is likely to expand its stability-building efforts as its 
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transregional megaproject, the Belt and Road Initiative (the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 
Maritime Silk Road), advances in the building of infrastructure such as ports, railways and 
telecommunications. Otherwise, transaction costs could outweigh anticipated profits 
(Swanström, 2015: 7) and economic development would be at the mercy of poor governance 
in host countries. As Wang (2017) puts it: “Without sound institutions to ensure the proper 
distribution and use of infrastructure funding, investment projects may function as a resource 
curse . . .” Thus the security deficit in weak states may be traced to ineffective governance, 
corruption and lack of institutions that hamper human security across many contexts, 
including health, education, human rights, and peace-based economies. The traditional 
concept of security as state-based fails to manifest in these cases of fragile states. They do not 
have the means to create security for themselves or their people. Instead, as Gjørv (2012) 
argues, a multi-actor approach in addressing security deficits in such cases is needed. 

This concept of security, in which non-war missions are pursued and are often characterised 
as cooperation between military and civilian agencies, allows for a coincidence of interests 
between the state and the individual or community. In other words, a positive security 
concept emerges in which external and internal actors, military and civilian sectors, find non-
violent ways of mitigating security deficits. Such a view links a state’s internal security to 
regional stability beyond it – and thence to global security in this interdependent world. 
Nonetheless, a security deficit can legitimately be analysed at the national level. For example, 
the United States is seen as having a security deficit in that allocated resources are not 
keeping up with changes in the strategic environment posed by Russia, China and upheaval in 
the Middle East (Ochmanek et al., 2015); as is Sweden which fears Russian expansionism 
(Anthony & Weintraub, 2018). However, the transnational nature of 21st century threats 
ensures a common ground for the quest for a more stable world order. This includes 
cooperation on cyberspace, which is notoriously insecure and prone to ‘hacking’; 
transnational crime and terrorism; health and the environment; energy and resources, as well 
as economic sustainability. 

While the United States has been advised to treat security deficits as challenges – including 
those that “come from strong states that break the rules, and weak ones that cannot enforce 
them” – it also needs to be mindful of the need to “promote the development of new norms in 
domains where these do not yet exist [or are only just emerging], such as cyber and climate 
management” (Dobbins, 2015).  Even more proactive is the multi-actor approach of the 
United Nations that has brought together governments, businesses and civil society to achieve 
the Sustainable Development Agenda by 2030 that seeks the achievement of 17 ‘Goals’ – 
from eradication of extreme poverty, to gender equality and social justice (UN, 2018). These 
address the human dimension of security and, in doing so, facilitate other levels of security, 
including that of the state (see Supranational Actors). 

To conclude, a security deficit is a way of talking about threats beyond the traditional state-
based format in which the military is used for deterrence or defence. While not denying this 
state perspective, it adds to the understanding of what constitutes security by referring to the 
human level and the intricate web of vulnerability in which one set of dangers cascades into 
another. Equally, the pursuit of security through improved institutions and peace-building 
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also addresses security deficits in a positive sense of building security rather than simply 
focusing on averting or overcoming threat. Ultimately, multi-actor and multi-sector action is 
needed as a more effective strategy for overcoming a deficit in security. 
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