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INTRODUCTION

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine has forced a pro-
found reassessment of European defense. While both
NATO and the EU, as well as their member states, pledged
greater investment, deeper cooperation, and sustained
support for Kyiv, the practical response has been uneven.
Northern and Eastern Europe have moved rapidly to bol-
ster deterrence and resilience. Southern and some parts
of Central Europe have shown greater caution, with some
countries either questioning the need for additional de-
fense spending (Spain) or raising doubts about the sus-
tainability of the long-term military support to Ukraine
(Hungary, Slovakia). Other countries, most prominently
Germany, sit between these poles: While they share a
greater sense of urgency, they have not been as fast and
committed as Northern or Eastern European countries
when it comes to practical steps. The different directions
European countries are taking could potentially lead to a
multi-speed European Defense Union with avant-gardes
as powerful drivers. However, they could also give rise to
aprolonged and divisive intra-European burden-sharing
debate, fuel fragmentation, and weaken much-needed
solidarity and collective action.

We employ a five-variable pentagon map to assess Eu-
ropean countries’ varying responses. Each axis ranges
from O (center) to 5 (outer edge) and is visualized as an
arrow from the center to the edge - enabling simple,
intuitive profiles that capture where each country sits
on the key drivers of defense behavior. European coun-
tries traditionally face a security-affordability-pop-
ularity trilemma: Governments can have security, or
enjoy popularity.! However, they can hardly maximize
all three goals at once. For instance, if a government
aims for strong defense and fiscal stability, it may face
a popularity backlash. While analytically useful, such a
trilemma cannot capture all relevant competing goals
driving a government’s defense behavior. We therefore
slightly modify and expand this framework into a rich-
er, multi-dimensional pentagon map that also includes
structural, cultural, and institutional determinants. The
five variables are:

https://doi.org/10.3386/w27112
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* Threat Perception (0-5). How immediate and exis-
tential is the perceived security threat — primarily
from Russia and related hybrid risks? A score of 0
indicates a remote or abstract threat; 5 denotes an
existential, proximate danger that shapes almost
every policy decision.?

Fiscal Flexibility (0-5). The degree of budgetary room
and macroeconomic capacity to increase defense
spending without precipitating fiscal distress. O
denotes severe constraints (high public debt); 5 indi-
cates strong fiscal space and capacity to borrow or
reallocate.?

Societal Consensus (0-5). Depth and breadth of public
and cross-party support for defense investment and
for policies that sustain Ukraine (including military
aid). O reflects polarized societies with antimilita-
rist majorities; 5 reflects broad, enduring consensus
across the political spectrum.*

Strategic Culture (0-5). The extent to which a coun-
try’s political leadership, institutions, and society
consider active hard-power policies and a proactive
security posture appropriate. O reflects a preference
for restraint and an adherence to pacifist norms;
5 indicates a strategic culture that is comfortable
with robust defense commitments and assertive
approaches to security and defense.®

Institutional Embeddedness & Alliance Lever-
age (0-5). How strongly the country is integrated
in NATO/EU defense structures, and the extent to
which Alliance dynamics shape its security choices -
including the coherence between a country’s defense
policy and NATO’s broader posture. A score of 0 indi-
cates weak embeddedness and a tendency toward
other directions such as free-riding or divergent
foreign policy; a score of 5 reflects deep integration,
high influence within Alliance architectures, and
strong alignment with collective security policies.®


https://doi.org/10.3386/w27112
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These five axes capture distinct but interdependent
drivers of national defense policy. Threat perception
pertains to strategic imperatives; fiscal flexibility de-
fines what is possible from a budgetary perspective;
societal consensus refers to domestic and democratic
sustainability; strategic culture identifies the domain of
what is considered appropriate or not in matters of the
use of force and the provision of military assistance;
institutional embeddedness helps position a country
on the broader political Euro-Atlantic map. Together,
these drivers help us understand how each country -
or group of countries — handles the challenges related
to the need to bolster defense investments.

They highlight where pressures are structural (fiscal
constraints), normative (strategic culture), or contin-
gent (leadership choices or Alliance incentives), and
thus where different policy instruments may succeed:
fiscal transfers and EU-level burden-sharing can ease
Southern constraints; targeted Alliance reassurance
can reduce Baltic anxieties while preserving deter-
rence; and political-communication strategies can
help counter historically embedded narratives of re-
straint, as seen in Germany and Southern countries.
By understanding how each country scores in the pen-
tagon map, and thus its specific shape, policymakers
can design credible pathways that reconcile security
imperatives with economic realities and democratic
legitimacy in Europe.

The following sections map three groups of European
countries along the five axes (0-5), with concise evi-
dentiary justification for each score. The juxtaposition
of the Baltic and Southern European countries illus-
trates the North-South divide. Germany is treated in
a separate section due to its hybrid position between
Northern and Southern perspectives.

European Cohesion for Security and Defense

THE BALTIC PERSPECTIVE:
LITHUANIA

The Baltic States Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia sit on
NATO’s most exposed frontier, bordering Russia and
Belarus. Since Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, they
have accelerated defense reforms: expanding budgets,
reinstating conscription, and developing total-defense
models that integrate civilian resilience with military
readiness. Their security rests on well-developed but
limited national defense capabilities and NATO’s col-
lective guarantees.

Yet the Baltics remain conscious of an abandonment
dilemma’ concern that US strategic reorientation to-
ward China or domestic isolationism could weaken
transatlantic solidarity. Meanwhile, they continue to
face hybrid threats ranging from cyber and disinfor-
mation operations to sabotage, weaponized migration,
and drone intrusions. Despite limited fiscal capacity,
societal consensus on support for defense, decisive
political leadership, and alliance support enable these
states to maintain ambitious defense commitments
and credible deterrent postures.

1. Threat Perception (Score: 5)

Threat perception in the Baltics sits at the uppermost
end of the spectrum. Russia is viewed not as a poten-
tial risk but as an immediate and existential danger.
Lithuanian intelligence describes relations with Rus-
sia as a “grey zone between war and peace,” marked
by espionage, sabotage, and disinformation intended
to erode NATO cohesion and public confidence. The
Kaliningrad military grouping remains a key flashpoint,
capable of disrupting allied forces. Belarus functions
as an extension of Russian coercion - facilitating ille-
gal migration, detaining Baltic citizens, and allowing
its airspace to serve Russian operations while China
increasingly acts as a technological enabler of Russia’s
war economy.?

Across all three states, threat assessments converge
on a consistent hierarchy: Russia as the central threat,
Belarus as a tactical accomplice, and China as a sys-
temic enabler. This acute perception underpins the
Baltic strategic culture where deterrence and readi-
ness are not abstract objectives but essential condi-
tions for survival.
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2. Fiscal Flexibility (Score: 2-3)

Despite limited fiscal space, due to small economic
bases and modest borrowing capacity, the Baltic states
are among the EU’'s most committed defense spenders.
In 2026, the Baltic states plan a historically high level
of defense investment, Estonia allocating 5.1 percent
of GDP, Latvia 4.9 percent, and Lithuania 5.38 percent.’

Although public debt remains low, rapid defense ex-
pansion strains fiscal sustainability and risks crowding
out other policy priorities. The EU’s Security Action for
Europe (SAFE) instrument, offering up to €150 billion in
low-interest loans for defense, provides limited relief,
but is unlikely to fully accommodate the scale of Baltic
defense increases. The Baltics are also major contrib-
utors of military aid to Ukraine, each pledging at least
0.25 percent of GDP annually. This commitment, while
central to their strategic identity, increases competi-
tion for domestic resources and may eventually test
public tolerance if social spending appears constrained

3. Societal Consensus (Score: 4)

The precarious strategic environment has produced
a rare alignment between governments and citizens
around defense priorities. Russia’s threat is perceived
as existential, generating enduring public support for
NATO and sustained military investment. 2024 polling
results show that 54 percent of Latvians, 50 percent of
Lithuanians and 41 percent of Estonians believe that
their country should spend even more on defense.”
Solidarity with Ukraine further reinforces this con-
sensus. The Baltic states rank among Europe’s largest
donors to Ukraine relative to GDP," combining mate-
rial assistance with sustained public backing. In 2024,
76 percent of Lithuanians, 70 percent of Latvians and
63 percent of Estonians noted that the EU should be
sending more military aid to Ukraine.” Estonia’s Gov-
ernment Office survey (Sept 2024) reports 60 percent
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support for providing military aid to Ukraine.” Latvia’s
picture is defined by durable backing for Ukraine and
growing acceptance of related costs. A State Chancel-
lery poll (fielded October-November 2024) shows 61.7
percent of residents support Ukraine “until it wins,’
64.2 percent believe helping Ukraine protects Latvia
from war, and 48.2 percent say they are willing to tol-
erate price increases to stop the war.* Despite these
high levels of consensus in 2024, it should be noted
that the support is not unlimited. When the debate
turned to a domestic jump to 5-6 percent of GDP for
defense spending in Lithuania, a February 2025 na-
tionally representative poll showed society split: 44
percent approve, 41.5 percent disapprove.®

4. Strategic Culture (Score: 5)

The Baltic states exhibit a strategic culture built on
hard-power realism, Alliance dependency, and pro-
active leadership. Strategically, all three states stress
a strong US presence as the linchpin of deterrence,
with Lithuania often described as “super-Atlanticist.”
NATO membership remains the bedrock of this pos-
ture, complemented by close US relations and visible
contributions to allied operations. Defense modern-
ization, investment above the NATO benchmark of
two percent of GDP, and readiness initiatives accel-
erated after Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014
and the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 reflect
leadership confidence in using hard power as a policy
tool. Leadership across the three states rates at the
top of the 0-5 scale for readiness. Policymakers view
deterrence as an existential necessity, not a nego-
tiable policy domain. Whole-of-society mobilization
through institutions like Lithuania’s Riflemen’s Union,
Latvia's National Guard, and Estonia’s Defence League
anchors this mindset, embedding civic participation
in national security.

https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/document

download/fc57ef36-04b1-4271-9734-bc0268b61fef en?filename=2026_dbp_ee_en.pdf&preflang=sk

https:

www.mod.gov.lv/en/about-us/defence-budget

https://finmin.lrv.lt/en/news

lithuania-approves-the-2026-state-budget-with-record-high-defence-spending-at-538-of-gdp-ifBM

https:

www.nato.int/nato static f12014/assets/pdf/2024/7/pdf/240705-pre-summit-polling-

results-en.pdf

https:

europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3215

https

www.riigikantselei.ee/en/news/public-survey-shows-strong-support-national-defence-amid-economic-concerns

https://eng.lsm.lv/article

society/society/28.01.2025-survey-suggests-support-for-ukraine-remains-strong-in-latvia.a585468,

https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-

english/19/2500314/public-opinion-split-on-Llithuania-s-higher-military-spending-survey?srsltid=AfmBOorm6UIJEC5C5am61TVfP57hQhxZCAr

iJo7-YPN8LtFu7RtG-B3s

https://doi.org/10.54648 /eerr2023009
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https://doi.org/10.54648/eerr2023009
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5. Institutional Embeddedness and Alliance
Leverage (Score: 5)

The Baltic states’ integration into NATO and the EU
provides institutional depth that amplifies their influ-
ence and security. NATO is perceived not merely as
a defense structure but as a civilizational and moral
anchor. Surveys confirm overwhelming public trust: 77
percent of Lithuanians, 65 percent of Estonians, and
50 percent of Latvians regard NATO as “very import-
ant” for their national security.” Article 5 provides the
core guarantee against Russia’s overwhelming military
advantage,”® while the Baltic states have reinforced
national preparedness through active participation
in international military operations.

Security Pentagon: Lithuania

https:
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This view underpins widespread approval of perma-
nent NATO deployments, including the German-led
Enhanced Forward Presence battalions.” Institutional-
ly, the Baltics act as norm entrepreneurs within NATO
and the EU advocating stronger deterrence, sanc-
tions, and strategic communication against Russia.
Their embeddedness also yields diplomatic leverage:
by positioning themselves as indispensable “frontline
democracies,” they gain visibility and voice dispropor-
tionate to their size. Yet this reliance also underscores
vulnerability: any wavering in US or broader NATO
commitment would create a security vacuum impos-
sible to fill nationally.

www.nato.int/content/dam/nato/webready/documents/public-opinion/240705-pre-summit-

polling-results-en.pdf

u-s-nato-moves-in-baltics-raise-russian-fears-11560543426

https://www.wsj.com/articles

https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-

english/19/2153832/majority-of-lithuanians-back-deployment-of-german-brigade-surve
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THE SOUTHERN
PERSPECTIVE: ITALY

This section looks at the public support for defense
spending in Southern European countries and their
governments’ main priorities in this realm. It focuses
primarily on Italy, but Spain, Portugal and Greece are
also considered. Despite their individual character-
istics, these four countries share some cultural, so-
cial and security backgrounds that differentiate them
from their EU and NATO allies.?® This is particularly
evident with respect to defense spending and support
for Ukraine, which are complicated by a mix of lim-
ited budgetary space, unique electoral pressures and
different geopolitical orientation.

1. Threat Perception (Score: 1-2)

Compared to the EU members analyzed above, the
Southern European countries share a much less pro-
nounced perception of the Russian threat. According
to Eurobarometer 2024 data, the percentage of respon-
dents in these countries who saw the war in Ukraine
as the main danger for the EU was much lower than
the European average (with the lowest peaks in Greece
and Italy at 17 percent and 23 percent, respectively,
compared to an average of 31 percent).?! Due to their
geographical location and specific historical and polit-
ical backgrounds, Southern European countries have
traditionally pursued foreign policy goals and interests
not perfectly overlapping with Central or Northern Eu-
rope. Spain and Portugal, given their colonial past and
geographic “proximity” to Latin America, tend to look
West rather than East.?? Greece, for historical reasons
and due to territorial disputes related to Northern Cy-
prus and its exclusive economic zones (EEZs), is primar-
ily focused on the Eastern Mediterranean.? Similarly,
Italy has traditionally looked toward Northern Africa,
the Middle East and the Balkans, perceiving these to
be a higher threat due to illegal immigration, energy
dependence, and terrorism.* In part, this explains why
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Italy, together with Spain, has recently promoted within
the EU the adoption of a broader concept of “defense”

2. Fiscal Flexibility (Score: 2)

Southern European countries face enduring macroeco-
nomic constraints, including high unemployment, sub-
stantial public debt, regional inequalities and recurring
inefficiencies in public spending. These macroeconom-
ic foundations, coupled with worsening demographic
conditions, affect priority-setting for a large part of
public welfare spending. Defense expenditure is seen
as secondary or even redundant, compared to severe
economic and social issues.?® Under fiscal constraints,
governments are forced to prioritize expenditures with
immediate domestic visibility, such as personnel, over
investments in equipment and technological capabil-
ities that are strategically essential but less popular.?
Italy’s achievement of NATO’s two percent benchmark,
mainly through the inclusion of military pensions, ex-
emplifies these dynamics. Addressing capability gaps
requires expanding fiscal space, partly through EU
instruments such as SAFE and the national escape
clause (NEC), which provides temporary exemptions
from fiscal rules. While the four Southern European
countries examined have all applied for SAFE, access
to the NEC for Italy and Spain remains limited by
debt-related conditions or political considerations.”

3. Societal Consensus (Score: 2)

The different threat perception and the economic con-
text just described make Southern European countries,
in general, much less inclined to support an increase
in military expenditures. Compared to the other coun-
tries analyzed in this report, the 2024 polling results
show much less support for increased defense spend-
ing. Only Portugal (50 percent) has a percentage sim-
ilar to the Baltic countries and Germany, while public
opinion in Spain (37 percent), Greece (33 percent),
and Italy (31 percent) remains much less favorable.?
Similarly, military support for Ukraine also finds much

https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3216

https

media.realinstitutoelcano.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/ari64-2025-steinberg-cardoso-trump-2-0-transatlantic-

security-the-european-response-and-the-implications-for-spain-and-portugal.pdf

it/sites/default/files/iai9044.pdf.

https://www.iai

https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3216

https://www.

brookings.edu/articles/europes-difficult-trade-off-between-military-and-welfare-spending-the-italian-case.
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https://media.realinstitutoelcano.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/ari64-2025-steinberg-cardoso-trump-2-0-transatlantic-security-the-european-response-and-the-implications-for-spain-and-portugal.pdf
https://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/iai9044.pdf
https://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/iai9044.pdf
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3216
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/europes-difficult-trade-off-between-military-and-welfare-spending-the-italian-case/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/europes-difficult-trade-off-between-military-and-welfare-spending-the-italian-case/
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Security Pentagon: Italy

less support than in the rest of Europe. In Southern
Europe, except Portugal, public opinion tends to be
much less favorable than the European average re-
garding financing the purchase and supply of military
equipment to Ukraine.? This skepticism also extends
to the prospect of deploying troops in Ukraine as a
peacekeeping and reassurance force, a possibility that
most Southern European countries tend to exclude.*

4. Strategic Culture (Score: 2-3)

Attitudes toward defense spending and posture are
strongly influenced by the historical and cultural roots
that characterized the twentieth century in these
countries. Like Germany, these countries emerged

https:
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from authoritarian regimes, which left a legacy of skep-
ticism toward military issues and hard power. Demo-
cratic transitions further strengthened antimilitarist
attitudes, as prominent political and social movements,
such as Catholic, socialist, and Eurocommunist, pro-
moted internationalism and humanitarianism over
national-interest-driven or hard-power approaches.?
This was particularly visible in Italy, where Catholic
and leftist traditions reinforced pacifist sentiment.*
Although public attitudes began to shift in the 1990s,
when armed forces increasingly engaged in peace-
keeping and humanitarian missions, the legacy of these
ideological roots persists, revealing enduring skepti-
cism toward increased military spending.®

www.nupi.no/en/publications/cristin-pub/italy-transatlantic-loyalty-first

https:

www.ekathimerini.com/politics/foreign-policy/1265297 /greece-not-ready-to-send-

troops-to-ukraine-mitsotakis-says

https:

www.portugalpulse.com/andre-ventura-refuses-the-deployment-of-portuguese-troops-to-the-war-in-

ukraine/

sites/default/files/iai1307.pdf

https:

https://www.iai.it

www.iai.it/sites/default/files/iaicom1939.pdf
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5. Institutional Embeddedness and Alliance
Leverage (Score: 3)

Southern European states are deeply rooted in the Eu-
ro-Atlantic institutional framework. Italy is a founding
member of both NATO and the European Economic
Community, while Portugal signed the North Atlantic
Treaty at its inception. Spain and Greece joined NATO
relatively early and, along with Portugal, entered the
European project in the 1980s following democratic
transitions. Italy holds a particularly prominent posi-
tion in NATO, hosting US nuclear weapons under the
Alliance’s nuclear-sharing arrangements and serving
as the site of several key NATO commands and insti-
tutional centers.

Despite their long-standing membership, the role of
these countries in the Alliance reflects the constraints
outlined above. Antimilitarist traditions and limited
fiscal capacity have kept them (Greece aside, due to
its rivalry with Turkey) among NATO’s lowest defense
spenders.* Italy’s significant contribution of person-
nel to NATO missions only partially compensates for
its limited financial burden-sharing.® In addition, the
different threat perception contributes, in a certain
sense, to distancing Southern Europe from the con-
cerns of the other allies. Since 2022, NATO has priori-
tized deterrence on its eastern flank, while Italy, Spain,
Portugal, and Greece have called for greater attention
to non-conventional challenges from the South.* This
creates a partial divergence of interests, leaving South-
ern European states in the delicate position of main-
taining strong ties with the United States, essential
for their security umbrella, and promoting European
integration and security while pursuing increasingly
divergent national and regional priorities.”

nato/legacy-wcm/media_pdf/2024/6/pdf/240617-def-exp-2024-en.pdf

https
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THE CENTRAL PERSPECTIVE:
GERMANY

Germany occupies a distinctive position within the
pentagon, combining characteristics of both Baltic
and Southern European countries. It plays a central
role in EU and NATO decision-making, underpinned by
exceptional economic weight and fiscal space. At the
same time, Germany’s strategic culture and institutions
are strongly shaped by the legacy of the 20th century.

Russia’s war on Ukraine since 2022, compounded by US
retrenchment and the volatility of foreign policy un-
der the second Trump administration, has challenged
several core dimensions of this culture. Faced with
what then-Chancellor Olaf Scholz termed a Zeiten-
wende (watershed moment), Germany embarked on
far-reaching policy shifts. The country has also moved
closer to Nordic and Eastern European countries in
terms of threat perception and public support for in-
creased defense spending. Whether this convergence
proves durable will depend on how persistently Rus-
sia is perceived as a threat, the salience of competing
concerns, and the extent of future spending trade-offs.

1. Threat Perception (Score: 3-4)

The invasion of Ukraine fundamentally altered threat
perceptions in Germany. Prior to 2022, only about one
third of Germans viewed Russia as a threat to national
or personal security.® Since then, roughly two thirds
do - across regions, genders, and party lines, includ-
ing voters of the far-right Alternative fiir Deutschland
and the left-conservative Biindnis Sarah Wagenknecht,
albeit at slightly lower levels. According to an October
2025 survey, 48 percent of Germans consider a large-
scale military attack by Russia on a NATO or European
country within the next five years somewhat or very
likely.*® Germany’s intelligence services have warned
that such an attack could occur before 2029, while
cautioning that the population has yet to fully grasp the
magnitude of the threat, despite intensifying Russian

https://www.nato.int/content/dam

www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/beyond-natos-2-percent-threshold-how-can-italy-meet-the-challenge

https://www.

realinstitutoelcano.org/en/analyses/burden-sharing-real-solidarity-or-arbitrary-mathematics-in-nato-and-the-eu

international/22139.pdf.
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Security Pentagon: Germany

hybrid attacks.® Indeed, the public’s threat hierarchy
diverges markedly from that of Northern and Eastern
Europeans. Military threats increasingly rank behind
concerns about economic insecurity (inflation, pover-
ty), migration, and organized crime.* This trend could
accelerate in the event of a ceasefire between Russia
and Ukraine.

2. Fiscal Flexibility (Score: 4)

In response to the Zeitenwende, Germany has granted
itself greater fiscal flexibility for defense. Three days
after Russia’s invasion, then-Chancellor Olaf Scholz an-
nounced a EUR 100-billion fund - exempted from the
constitutional debt brake - to raise defense spending
above two percent of GDP.#* Following Donald Trump’s
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reelection, Germany went further by loosening its con-
stitutional debt brake for defense expenditure above
one percent of GDP and pledging to meet NATO’s new
five-percent target by 2029. Yet, it still lags behind
its Northern and Eastern European partners in both
defense spending and military support to Ukraine as
a share of GDP.** Germany’s fiscal flexibility is under-
pinned by public support. After Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine, approval of higher defense spending rose
to almost 60 percent.* At the same time, majorities
also support increased spending on internal security,
pensions, healthcare, and education - and reject pri-
oritizing defense over social programs.*® So far, this
tension has been masked by the government’s reliance
on debt rather than budgetary reallocation.

tagesschau.de https://www.tagesschau.de/inland

innenpolitik/geheimdienste-parlamentarisches-kontrollgremium-100.html

sorgenbarometer.
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3. Societal consensus (Score: 3)

Germany lacks the deep and stable societal consensus
on defense policy that characterizes some Nordic and
Baltic states. Public attitudes toward operational sol-
idarity with Eastern neighbors remain fragmented.*¢
Roughly half of Germans support supplying weapons
to Ukraine, while the remainder oppose it or feel in-
different. These divisions run along partisan and espe-
cially East-West lines. Overall, escalation fears remain
strong: 41 percent worry that weapons deliveries to
Ukraine could prolong the war or endanger German
security.# This anxiety underpins controversies around
the delivery of specific weapons systems, most nota-
bly the Taurus cruise missiles, which a majority still
rejects. Weak consensus and lingering escalation fears
leave Germany vulnerable to Russian propaganda and
disinformation.

4. Strategic Culture (Score: 3-4)

German strategic culture has long been marked by
political and military restraint, a strong commitment
to multilateralism, and a careful balance between At-
lanticism and Europeanism.*® These traits stem from
the country’s 20th-century experience: defeat in World
War 1II, the crimes of the Nazi regime, and decades of
division during the Cold War. Russia’s war and US re-
trenchment have challenged these foundations, con-
tributing to what some describe as a “foreign policy
identity crisis® The Merz government has pledged
more decisive leadership on European defense but
must operate within a society and political system
where restraint remains deeply embedded. Divisions
within the coalition - such as those over the possible
reintroduction of conscription - illustrate how endur-
ing historical instincts complicate leadership efforts.

5. Institutional Embeddedness and Alliance
Leverage (Score: 4)

Germany is deeply embedded in NATO and the EU, and
its economic size gives it substantial agenda-setting
power. The Bundeswehr leads NATO’s Enhanced For-
ward Presence battle group in Lithuania and plays a
central role in the Alliance’s deterrence posture. The

https:
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permanent stationing of the 45th Armored Brigade to
Lithuania marks a historic commitment and signals a
readiness to assume greater frontline responsibilities.
As the EU’s largest economy, Germany also wields
substantial influence over EU decision-making. Yet it
has not emerged as a driving force behind the Union’s
defense industrial initiatives. The need to rearm quick-
ly, combined with pressure to invest in the domestic
defense industry, is straining Berlin’s traditional Eu-
ropean reflex.*® An October 2025 poll suggests that
the public increasingly questions this reflex: Nearly
two thirds believe that Germany pays excessive atten-
tion to other EU member states at the expense of its
own interests.”! As a result, allies hold mixed feelings:
While many welcome Berlin’s increased defense com-
mitments, some question their durability, and others
fear an overly dominant Germany pursuing defense
industrial nationalism.

DIFFERENT EQUILIBRIA, SHARED
SECURITY: LEVERAGING
EUROPE'S DEFENSE DIVERSITY

In this paper, we have developed an analytical frame-
work (the pentagon) based on five variables - threat
perception, fiscal flexibility, societal consensus, stra-
tegic culture, institutional embeddedness - to un-
derstand defense dynamics in Europe. Applied to the
Baltics, Germany and Southern Europe, the pentagon
paints a complex picture:

* The Baltic states (Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia) typically
score at or near the outer edge on threat perception,
societal consensus, and institutional embeddedness,
reflecting their existential proximity to Russia, strong
public support for deterrence, and deep reliance
on NATO and the United States. Fiscal flexibility is
constrained by small economies, but strong politi-
cal leadership and Alliance leverage allow ambitious
defense commitments. In short: high threat percep-
tion, political will and Alliance backing compensate
for limited fiscal space.

securityconference.org/publikationen/analyses

dont-dodge-dilemmas-german-leadership-in-european-defense
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e Italy and the broader Southern bloc (Spain, Portu-
gal, Greece) display a different pattern: lower threat
perception with greater salience assigned to migra-
tion, energy vulnerability, and regional instability;
limited fiscal flexibility due to higher public debt and
demographic decline; fragmented societal consensus
shaped by stronger antimilitarist currents and elec-
toral sensitivity; and strategic caution at the elite
level. Institutional embeddedness is mixed - NATO
and EU membership provide frameworks for cooper-
ation, but Alliance leverage is weaker in driving large
domestic rearmament. The Southern European pen-
tagon therefore shows constrained capacity to scale
defense rapidly and politically durable resistance
to re-prioritizing spending away from social needs.

» Germany is best characterized as a hybrid profile.
Institutional embeddedness and fiscal flexibility are
high, supported by the country’s deep integration
into the EU and NATO and its comparatively low
public debt. Threat perception has risen markedly
since 2022, although elite assessments remain more
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stable and coherent than those of the broader public.
By contrast, societal consensus and strategic culture
remain ambivalent - historical restraint, competing
budgetary priorities, and contested political nar-
ratives generate only moderate scores. Germany’s
pentagon thus reveals substantial structural capacity
alongside persistent political and cultural constraints,
shaping both the pace of its own rearmament and the
speed and scope of its support to Ukraine.

Taken together, these different equilibria explain not
only why the North-South divide persists but also
point to practical levers for strengthening European
cohesion and solidarity: aligning incentives, tailoring
burden-sharing, and translating shared strategic aims
into complementary national contributions. At the
same time, progress on defense investment will ul-
timately rest on political leadership at the national
level. European governments will need to show great-
er initiative and commit to higher defense spending,
even when such choices carry domestic political costs
and may prove unpopular with their own electorates.

Lithuania, Italy and Germany in Comparison
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The following policy implications stand out:

* Strategic empathy and differentiated burden-shar-
ing. Policymakers from EU and NATO countries as
well as the institutions themselves should use the
pentagon framework to foster strategic empathy,
recognizing that diverging national responses reflect
different structural constraints rather than a lack of
solidarity. Policy coordination should institutional-
ize differentiated burden-sharing: aligning national
contributions according to comparative strengths
across capability development, force provision, host-
ing, financing, and critical enablers.

* Operational solidarity on the eastern flank. Rein-
forcing NATO’s and the EU’s eastern flank through
expanded European capabilities is essential to
reassure frontline states and mitigate the Baltic
“abandonment dilemma,” ensuring credible deter-
rence amid shifting transatlantic dynamics. NATO
already practices this logic via Baltic Air Policing,
Enhanced Forward Presence (eFP) - including Ger-
many’s permanent Lithuania brigade - and Eastern
Sentry’s multi-domain rotations of jets and surveil-
lance assets. Allies should now prioritize integrated
air and missile defense (IAMD) to close critical capa-
bility gaps on the Alliance’s eastern flank, through
coordinated contributions, joint procurement, and
pooled funding.

* Resilience and critical infrastructure protection.
In response to Russia’s intensifying hybrid campaign
and acts of sabotage, EU and NATO countries should
jointly invest in securing critical infrastructure (ports,
rail lines, energy grids, and LNG terminals). Comple-
mentary measures should strengthen counter-hybrid
toolkits, including coordinated maritime surveil-
lance and the use of stronger economic anti-coercion
instruments, to counter sabotage, weaponized migra-
tion, and sanctions evasion, along with measures
to enhance societal resilience. Baltic and Nordic
countries can share firsthand experience and best
practices - including from large-scale joint exercises
simulating cyber and physical attacks on energy grids,
ports, and telecom networks.*

* Institutionalized, sustained support to Ukraine.
EU and NATO countries should adopt binding,
multi-annual frameworks for military, financial,
and reconstruction assistance to Ukraine. The EU’s
agreement on a EUR 90-billion interest-free loan

DGAP roLicy BRIEF

for Ukraine was crucial to sustain Kyiv's war effort.
It was also a sign that Germany was willing to com-
promise with southern and western neighbors in the
interest of solidarity. The option of using Russian
frozen assets to repay the loan should remain on the
table. While legally and politically sensitive, it could
enable sustained support to Ukraine without plac-
ing excessive strain on European fiscal flexibility. In
parallel, member states should prepare a substantial
multi-year funding package for Ukraine’s defense
and reconstruction within the next common budget
(2028-2034).

Transparent communication of trade-offs. Finally, to
sustain societal consensus and democratic legitimacy,
governments should communicate defense-econ-
omy-elections trade-offs more openly. Public
messaging should highlight the tangible domestic
benefits of defense investments such as job creation,
dual-use innovation, and energy security, linking
national resilience to collective security. They should
also emphasize the added value of defense industrial
cooperation in terms of bundling know-how and
economies of scale arising from larger orders and
lower unit costs.
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