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Conventional wisdom holds that states that project superior capabilities, clear interests, and strong reputations should issue
more credible military threats, while states with limited capability, ambiguous stakes, or thin reputations struggle to convince.
Yet these markers of presumed credibility frequently misfire, and actors lacking them sometimes succeed in making their
threats count. Why? | argue that a military threat’'s credibility is not solely a function of its public signaling. It is also
strengthened or weakened in internal deliberation, shaped by civilian leaders’ interactions with their military advisors before a
threat is issued.

Drawing on social psychological findings from the Judge-Advisor System framework of advice utilization, | develop the
Confidence Trap Theory to explain how confidence, understood as the extent to which individuals are certain they are right in
their own judgments, shapes why policymakers believe their threats will be credible or incredible. Leaders assimilate advice
selectively. Those who are certain dismiss dissent and reinforce preexisting assessments, while those who are uncertain seek
multiple perspectives but struggle to resolve competing inputs. Advisors differ in how forcefully they communicate advice.
Those who are certain advocate strongly for their position, while those who are uncertain hedge and dilute the credibility of
threats. | test the theory against expertise-driven assessments in the Korean War, showing how Truman’s overconfidence led
to deterrence failure, while Mao leveraged expert deliberations to lure Washington into overcommitment. These findings
highlight the risks of confidence-driven miscalculation and underscore that before credibility is in the eye of the beholder, it can
often be won or lost in internal debate. Wendy He
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