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Introduction 
One of the central features defining the relationship among NATO member states is that of reciprocity. 

Reciprocity is automatically entailed by a defensive alliance, and the obligations that arise from this 

reciprocity. Whether this obligation for reciprocity is entrusted is important, because absent some amount 

of trust, we would expect that NATO alliance members would engage in hedging activities to self-insure 

against the risk of defection (Keating and Ruzicka 2014). This would not only be costly, but could also create 

or aggravate security dilemmas among member states who do not enjoy stable security relationships with 

each other. While a great deal of international relations scholarship starts with the problem of potential 

distrust among alliance members, the fact that there is some level of trust is one of the most essential 

qualities within the alliance. 

Given its importance, how can states maintain the trust over obligations for reciprocity, not only in matters 

of mutual defense, but other goals that NATO might pursue? This paper suggests that burden sharing, in 

particular the call for alliance members to spend 2% of their GDP on defense, is one means through which 

the alliance members reproduce norms of reciprocity among the alliance members.  While the 2% is widely 

criticized from technical and practical standpoints, or simply seen as political posturing, we argue that the 

2% is an important symbol of reciprocity that can work to sustain trust in reciprocal obligations more 

broadly. As such, the 2% figure should be understood not as a means through which previous debts should 

be paid, as suggested by President Trump (Rucker, DeYoung, and Birnbaum 2017), nor an unnecessary 

diversion from a focus on more practical means of considering burden sharing. Instead, the call for a 2% 
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commitment should be seen as a means through which the alliance members reinforce the idea of a shared 

and reciprocal interests that structure the alliance.  

In proceeding with this argument, this paper demonstrates how, but combining two different theoretical 

perspectives on trust, we can come to an understanding of the effects of calls for reciprocity in an alliance 

context. First, the call for 2% can be seen from a rationalist perspective as a costly signal that forces 

member states into a commitment that lies outside of their preferred defense expenditures. While we do 

not consider this argument to be wrong, it underplays a second way that these signals push states into 

making commitments that, if they were not trustworthy, they would not otherwise make. This entails the 

reproduction of certain norms within the alliance that are essential for its core function, namely reciprocity. 

Since states must make decisions over whether they trust others to fulfil these reciprocal obligations 

entailed by the alliance treaty, the importance of the 2% call is that it sustains trust among the allies from 

both a rational and social trust perspective. 

This paper proceeds by briefly overviewing the literature on burden sharing to draw a contrast between 

how the issue is usually framed and how we wish to understand the claim. It then provides a theoretical 

position from which we can reconceptualize the 2% figure as a political element of the alliance that not 

only functions as costly signal of commitment from a rationalist perspective, but serves to reinforce trust 

over norms of obligation and reciprocity.  

Burden Sharing and the 2% Claim 
There is a great deal of literature that analyzes the claim that all NATO allies should contribute 2% of their 

GDP to defense. Originally adopted by NATO states in 2002 (Mölling 2014, 1) and reaffirmed as a target in 

2014, all allies have agreed that they should reach this goal by 2024. The introduction of this goal occurred 

at a point in the history of the alliance characterized by simultaneous decreases in European defense 

spending and increases in the defense spending of the United States. Since the end of the Cold War, the 

European NATO states have cut their defense spending by almost 20% during a period when their GDP 
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grew on average 55%. As a result, the European share of defense expenditures in NATO taken as a whole 

has fallen from 34% in 1991 to 21% in 2011 (Rasmussen 2011, 3). Given this background, the 2% pledge, 

while not legally binding, was seen by some as a historic step in formalizing the idea of burden sharing 

among the members (Techau 2015).   

Burden sharing within NATO has traditionally been referred to as the transatlantic bargain, where the U.S. 

defense commitment to the allies is matched by European contributions towards their own defense 

(Cooper and Zycher 1989, 2). The cost of membership, which produces the gain of the mutual protection 

offered by NATO, is to make financial contributions to the common infrastructure used by the alliance 

(Hartley and Sandler 1999, 666).  The precise nature and extent of these contributions was unclear at the 

beginning of the alliance, but several different targets spanning multiple areas have been suggested 

throughout its history (Cooper and Zycher 1989, 3, Sandler and Shimizu 2014, 45-47, Tonelson 2000, 31-

38). 

Burden sharing within NATO has always been contentious because, as Charles Cooper and Benjamin Zycher 

(1989, 1) put it, “defense is expensive, democracies always face budget pressures, politicians are disposed 

to argue that allies are not doing their fair share, and diplomats are equally disposed to hope that the 

problem will go away if nobody talks about it.”  NATO has historically lacked a detailed burden-sharing 

regime, which has left room for contention over what should be considered fair contribution. Given this, 

one strand of the literature explores what measurement properly captures burden sharing to assess what 

distribution of contributions might be considered to be fair (Hartley and Sandler 1999, Gates and Terasawa 

2003). This debate, which exists in both the scholarly and practitioner communities, revolves around some 

common objections to the use expenditures to GDP as a means to assess fairness. For example, some argue 

that it does not take into account how states define defense spending; whether states use conscription, 

which artificially lowers their accounting; or how efficient states are in their defense spending (Hartley and 

Sandler 1999, 669, Ringsmose 2010, 326-327, Hallams and Schreer 2012, 315). European states often 
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counter United States claims to insufficient spending by noting that much more of their militaries can be 

used in the forward defense of Europe (Hartley and Sandler 1999, 673), or that they make 

disproportionately high contributions towards NATO infrastructure or UN peacekeeping missions (Sandler 

and Murdoch 2000, 299). Others note the higher degree of vulnerability and problems of domestic 

disruption faced by European states in their alliance commitments (Ringsmose 2010, 323). Still others argue 

that setting a fixed amount does not work since states find themselves in different structural positions. For 

example, during the 1990s, many established NATO states payed relatively little with respect to their GDP, 

while new members spent much higher amounts, being poorer and needing to integrate themselves into 

the NATO military structure (Sandler and Shimizu 2014, 49). From a contemporary perspective, the 2% goal 

can also be seen as completely unrealistic, as it would  require several member states to almost double 

their existing budgets (Kunertova 2017, 554). As a result, some have suggested that any numerical burden 

sharing is neither fair nor effective, and as such, it needs to be supplemented with qualitative measures 

(Kunertova 2017). 

If the 2% figure is not about fairness or efficacy, then what is its purpose? It also has very little to do with 

optimizing military spending, having been constructed by taking the median defense spending of the 

alliance between 1991 and 2003, leading some to argue that the 2% pledge is simply political construction 

for naming and shaming (Kunertova 2017, 554). Given this, it is not surprising that there is significant 

opposition to the idea. At the same time, however, the very fact that NATO constantly argues about the 

meaning of equitable and fair contribution suggests that there is some social understanding of reciprocity 

as a central element of the alliance.1 We therefore wish to depart from this view by focusing not on 

whether the 2% is realistic or useful for military purposes, but how it helps to achieve a different goal vital 

to the alliance: to support and reproduce existing norms of obligation and reciprocity.  

                                                           
1 Ian Clark makes a similar argument, that the fact that states engage in ‘practices of legitimacy,’ where they attempt 
to engage in finding a tolerable consensus over norms, underpins and reproduces the rules of international society 
(Clark 2007, 20). 
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Trust, Obligation, and Reciprocity 
While the idea of costly signals is frequently associated with rationalist trust theories, this paper argues 

that it can also be reflective of social norms through the idea of reciprocity and obligation. As stated in the 

introduction, NATO requires some element of obligatory reciprocity, for example, an attack against one is 

an attack against all. Every state must be willing to reciprocate this promise, and trust that the others will 

do the same. This also applies to other goals that the alliance may want to pursue, which are easier to 

attain if the member states are be able to trust that the other members will, to some acceptable degree, 

reciprocate their efforts and commitment.  

Within the literature on alliances within international relations, this problem of reciprocation is generally 

framed through the idea of abandonment (Snyder 1984, Mandelbaum 1981) Abandonment looms large 

within realist theory because the state of anarchy means that no states necessarily must come to the aid of 

their partner. If the payoffs to not aiding the partner are high enough, self-help suggests that states will 

abandon their partners. All states understand this, thus there is a heightened sense of anxiety over whether 

the alliance will provide the security that is required.  

While this perspective cannot simply be ignored, we suggest that it likely tells an incomplete story by 

focusing too much on distrust. But can states trust that others will uphold the obligations set? Several 

scholars have previously suggested some sense of obligation exists among states. Hedley Bull (1977, 4-5) 

argues that one of the fundamental goals of international society is some type of assurance that 

agreements will be honored. As is often pointed out, if this were not the case, then it is unlikely that states 

would take the time and effort to engage in diplomatic relations leading to treaties. It is exactly the fact 

that international law is followed by most states most of the time (Henkin 1979, 49) that suggests that 

there exists a generalized sense of obligation among states within international society. 

This sense of obligation can be seen through two lenses. On the one hand, as suggested by Hedley Bull, 

states form international society when they feel bound by a common set of rules in relation to one and 
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other (Bull 1977, 13). The obligation that arises can be seen as instrumental – it underwrites the common 

interests in the elementary goals of social life (Bull 1977, 64). But obligation can also be seen as a value 

unto itself. Actors can believe that fulfilling obligations, within some bounds, is inherently just – it is an end 

unto itself; simply the right thing to do. Following the literature on social constructivism, these norms can 

be internalized by states (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Even if weakly internalized, states will place some 

value on the idea that they are the ‘right’ type of state, that is, a state that honors its obligations.  

However, one of the fundamental problems within international relations is the ‘other minds’ problem 

(Booth and Wheeler 2008, 4). While states might have internalized the norm that upholds obligation, or see 

it as a second order value that leads to a type of international order they wish to support, there is no 

guarantee that other states will automatically know this. While states might seem to be of the type that 

lives up to their obligations, under anarchy there are no guarantees, and with respect to security politics, 

mistakes can lead to grave consequences.  

This is where the trust plays a key role in international relations. While rationalist scholars of trust suggest 

that trust is simply a means through which information is gathered and assessed (Kydd 2005, Coleman 

1990, Hardin 2002), social scholars of trust are interested in how trust can also be facilitated by identity and 

pre-existing norms of behaviour (Rousseau et al. 1998, 399, Parsons 1969, 336-337, Luhmann 1984, 179, 

Keating and Thrandardottir 2017). Aaron Hoffman has already suggested that there is a link between trust 

and obligation in this sense. As he put it, “Trust involves more than predicting the behavior of others. It 

includes trustors’ perceptions that their trustees have a responsibility to fulfill the trust placed in them even 

if it means sacrificing some of their own benefits.” (Hoffman 2002, 379) We exist in a social environment in 

which we do not simply deem others to be ‘a good bet,’ but use words like ‘honorable’ or ‘loyal.’ (Hoffman 

2002, 381) 

The problem, however, is that “the expectations of trustors do not automatically bind their trustees to a 

particular course of action.” (Hoffman 2002, 381) In a similar way, while a sense of an obligation of 
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reciprocity shapes NATO, there is not perfect trust over the other allies’ sense of obligation of reciprocity. 

While shared identity and mutual enemies might help from both a social and rational perspective to 

reassure the allies that the reciprocity will be upheld, this is far from perfect.  

The importance of the 2% therefore comes in because it is an easily communicated signal of a commitment 

to reciprocity. The fact that it is precisely 2% is somewhat immaterial. The main point is that states that 

commit to it signal that they are the type that do reciprocate, and therefore are likely to be the type that 

will reciprocate when it comes to upholding their NATO commitments.2 But this paper wishes to 

demonstrate that this sense of obligation is underpinned by both rationalist and social logics. From the 

perspective of rationalist trust, reciprocity can be understood from the fact that states have other interests 

that might be chosen over spending 2% on defense. The 2% serves as a costly signal to their commitment to 

the larger alliance goals (Fearon 1994, Kydd 2000, 326) given that it is, for most European partners, a non-

preferred option. It is a signal of obligation and reciprocity in the face of the U.S. investments into the 

alliance.  

But more than just a signal of information, the 2% also embodies the norm of reciprocity itself. By focusing 

on an easily-communicated signal that is inherently reciprocal, it presents itself as a reinforcing force on 

any norms of reciprocity.3 Many of the NATO member states would otherwise not spend the money on 

defense, but when framed as a need for reciprocity within the alliance, it successfully reproduces and 

enforces these norms more broadly.  

Moreover, this expenditure to upkeep the norm of reciprocity is different from hedging that has previously 

been argued to suggest distrust (Keating and Ruzicka 2014). In hedging, there is a payment that directly 

self-insures against a particular risk. With the calls for 2% spending, there is not a similar relationship to a 

                                                           
2 The fact that they actually fulfil the 2% might not be as important as the signal that they wish to do so. Taking the 
literature on organized hypocrisy into account (Lipson 2007, Brunsson 1989), it is possible that the talk and decisions 
compensate for the lack of reaching the goal, letting states act effectively while satisfying normative pressures. 
3 In experimental psychology, some studies suggest that reciprocated help giving is proportional to the amount of help 

given in prior periods (Wilke and Lanzetta 1970).  
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risk. The 2% increases the potential for the norm to be valid, it is not an alternative path chosen in case the 

norm does not hold. Furthermore, within the NATO setting it is significant that states do not see the need 

to establish any formal oversight mechanisms and are content to rely on the trusting relationships they 

have established among themselves. In other words, the way the members have gone about the 2% 

commitment, particularly with respect to the lack of direct hedging against the possibility that one or more 

allies will defect, suggests a reasonably high level of trust among the allies. 

Conclusion  
The purpose of this paper is to open up another avenue to understanding the 2% call in NATO burden 

sharing debates. Instead of focusing purely on the technical elements of whether spending 2% of GDP is 

reasonable, this paper considers the way in which the goal reinforces trust in a key obligation of reciprocity 

within the alliance. In this light, it becomes apparent that the rhetoric is not simply about who is spending 

what, but an attempt to maintain the sense of obligation and mutual reciprocity that build and support 

trusting relationships, without which the alliance would have much more difficulty operating.  

For NATO, like for any military alliance, the problem has always been whether it can survive the moment 

when the payoff structure of mutual cooperation changes. Trusting relationships, which should not be 

confused with a harmony of interests, forged over the decades of NATO’s existence enable the allies to 

mitigate this problem, because they need not worry about relative gains and they can rely on allies to 

reciprocate the alliance obligations where politically possible. In the absence of trust, the NATO allies might 

have to begin to hedge increasingly against the possibility of American retreat from basic alliance 

commitments, as implied by Angela Merkel’s reaction. This could, in turn, lead to a spiral of distrust where 

less and less emphasis is placed on acting like an alliance, while more and more emphasis is placed on 

ensuring each state’s individual security. Needless to say, this would be a sub-optimal outcome for all states 

concerned. Irrespective of whether his statements were either knowledgeable or intentional, President 

Trump’s comments are important not simply as a request for more money, but as a reminder to everyone 
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in the alliance that the reciprocity and the obligations on which it is based continue to make NATO’s 

existence possible.  
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