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The Center for Preventive Action (CPA) at the Council on Foreign 
Relations compiled the following list of U.S. foreign policy crises since 
the end of the Cold War (November 1989) according to these criteria:

•	 The triggering event or series of events is perceived as a threat to U.S. 
interests or values such that it may warrant the use of U.S. armed forces 
to protect them.

•	 The perception of threat is sufficient to attract high level U.S. govern-
ment attention (deputies level and above) principally, but not exclu-
sively, in the executive branch.

•	 Decision-making is driven by a strong sense of urgency based on the 
belief that there is a finite or optimal time frame to respond. It can 
also be accompanied by considerable uncertainty about the nature of 
the threatening event(s) and what action to take in response, owing to 
doubts about efficacy and cost. 

An initial list of crises was produced using datasets generated by 
Duke University’s International Crisis Behavior project, the Cor-
relates of War project, and the U.S. government-sponsored Political 
Instability Task Force, as well as conflict background briefs and lists 
from the Congressional Research Service and RAND Corporation 
that tabulate cases of U.S. military deployments since the Cold War.1 
Additional sources were also consulted, including U.S. government 
press releases and other communiques, as well as the memoirs of pres-
idents and senior government officials. This list runs to the beginning 
of October 2019, but because CPA relied on publicly available press 
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releases and unclassified reports to determine whether an event mer-
ited inclusion in its list of crises, the final list may not include recent or 
still classified events.

The final list clearly reflects CPA’s judgment about which crises to 
include or exclude. In particular, CPA included certain humanitarian 
crises and natural disasters for which the deployment of U.S. military 
personnel was deemed important to securing U.S. interests. However, 
CPA did not include crises that were precipitated by economic events, 
even though they might have had an international dimension; in almost 
all such cases, the use of military force was irrelevant or uncalled for. 
CPA also excluded many terrorist attacks and related incidents involv-
ing U.S. forces as well as U.S. allies and partners, assessing that these 
events were part of the global war on terror following the September 
11, 2001, attacks on the United States. These events are already cov-
ered comprehensively in other databases.2 

Deciding whether some events are discrete enough to warrant being 
listed individually or should be classified as part of a single, prolonged 
crisis, is also a subjective call. For example, some experts could justifi-
ably argue that the various events related to the Balkans in the 1990s 
constituted one long crisis. The same rationale applies to episodic 
events related to North Korea’s development of nuclear weapons and 
long-range missiles and for the ongoing conflict in Syria. For some 
crises, CPA chose to distinguish between different events of the same 
provenance because they triggered an urgent reassessment of U.S. 
policy and thus justified treatment as separate crises. In addition, for 
crises that could be linked to multiyear events, such as the European 
refugee crisis, CPA selected the year of the crisis based on when it trig-
gered the most urgent alarm in the U.S. government.
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