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Today, the US Joint Force grapples with an array 
of security challenges that transcend traditional 
boundaries and cut across theaters and domains. 
US competitors—China and Russia—conduct 
military, information, economic, cyber, and 
diplomatic activities across the globe, from the Indo-
Pacific and Europe to Africa, Latin America, Central 
Asia, and the Arctic. Managing strategic competition 
necessitates the United States taking proactive 
measures to counter malign activities and advance 
US strategic objectives across multiple theaters  
and domains.

US Special Operations Forces (USSOF) possess 
distinct abilities and expertise that can greatly 
aid in addressing the complexities of strategic 
competition, yet these assets are often overlooked 
or misunderstood. USSOF is too often seen as the 
direct-action, finishing force of the Global War on 
Terror era. Yet, the special operator of 2024 is not 
just the physically imposing “trigger puller,” but 
also the young man or woman who is an expert at 
coding. USSOF has a unique position that allows 
it to elevate the Joint Force’s capacity to navigate 
the entire spectrum of competition. Its activities 
prior to conflict, such as operational preparation 
of the environment (OPE), can shape the strategic 
environment with US competitors. This report 
contends that, when leveraged effectively, USSOF 
has the potential to play a pivotal role in promoting 
US global interests, particularly in addressing 
vulnerabilities across the competition continuum.

To fully harness USSOF’s role in strategic 
competition, the authors of this report propose 
recommendations to United States Special 
Operations Command (USSOCOM), Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Special Operations and 
Low-Intensity Conflict (ASD(SO/LIC)), the Joint 
Force, the Department of Defense (DOD), and 
policymakers within the defense ecosystem. The 
recommendations are aimed at enhancing USSOF’s 
capabilities that already have utility in strategic 
competition, while shifting USSOF’s mindset toward 
this role. By implementing these measures, USSOF 
can better support the US interagency and promote 

US global interests in strategic competition. The 
recommendations are summarized below.

First, USSOF must adapt its mindset to play a larger 
role in strategic competition, expanding its non-
kinetic activities and irregular-warfare concepts 
to counter the sophisticated capabilities of near-
peer US adversaries like China and Russia. To 
do this, USSOF must balance its traditional tasks 
like countering violent extremist organizations 
(VEO) and weapons of mass destruction (WMD) 
operations, which will remain critical, with new 
challenges posed by strategic competitors. The 
latter necessitates the global synchronization of 
Joint Force planning to fully leverage USSOF’s 
capabilities across seven geographic combatant 
commands. Effective communication between 
ASD(SO/LIC) and USSOCOM is essential for 
articulating SOF’s strategic role across the DOD 
enterprise, but USSOF must be empowered by 
the Joint Force to proactively support competition 
below the threshold of conflict. 

Second, USSOF’s capacity to synchronize the 
efforts of interagency partners, allied and partner 
militaries, and the Joint Force serves as a linchpin 
in addressing the complexities of strategic 
competition. There is nevertheless a gap in 
understanding regarding USSOF’s pre-conflict role 
among decision-makers. Many of USSOF’s activities 
can be leveraged more strategically to shape the 
competition environment, such as its aptitudes in 
special reconnaissance, foreign internal defense, 
civil-affairs operations, military information-support 
operations, unconventional warfare, security-force 
assistance, and foreign humanitarian assistance. By 
recognizing USSOF’s integral role in the competition 
continuum and integrating it more effectively into 

Executive Summary

By implementing these measures, 
USSOF can better support the US 
interagency and promote US global 
interests in strategic competition.
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strategic planning, the DOD can leverage USSOF’s 
capabilities to their fullest extent, ensuring a 
proactive and comprehensive approach to strategic 
competition.

Third, USSOF can adapt its strengths to new 
challenges by enhancing capabilities in cyber, 
space, and undersea warfare, bolstering civil-affairs 
expertise for extreme environments like the Arctic, 
and investing in technological advancements 
like artificial intelligence (AI) to achieve cognitive 
overmatch in complex operating environments. 
Empowering USSOF to succeed in 2024 and 
beyond will require USSOF and the broader DOD 
enterprise to recognize that the special operator 
of the future includes a diverse cadre of cyber 
operators, culturally immersed experts, specialists 
in space, AI, engineering, or physics support 
operations, and gender-diverse teams. 

Fourth, USSOF must find ways to measure its 
success in an unclassified setting by internally 
defining clear mission objectives for strategic 
competition and establishing tracking mechanisms 
to assess progress. Articulating success through 

deliberate campaigns to disrupt adversaries’ 
strategies can help communicate USSOF’s 
contributions and impact while safeguarding 
classified information.

Fifth, enhancing integration between USSOF and 
the US military services necessitates a better 
understanding of USSOF’s current capabilities and 
roles, improved communication, and synchronized 
global campaign planning to leverage USSOF’s 
strategic advantages effectively across multiple 
combatant commands and interagency partners. 
Clarifying USSOF’s presence and activities in 
regions pre-conflict, and facilitating collaboration 
between commands, can enhance intelligence 
sharing and support strategic-competition efforts.

Sixth, it is critical to leverage USSOF’s agility in 
identifying innovations from nontraditional defense-
industrial partners. USSOF is a leader in identifying, 
testing, fielding, and evolving new, cutting-edge 
technologies that have utility across the Joint 
Force, DOD, and the Intelligence Community 
(IC). Enhancing USSOF and defense-industrial base 
relations involves improving collaboration between 

A U.S. Army Special Forces Soldier demonstrates lateral marksmanship drills to U.S. and Panamanian security forces during 
joint combined exchange training in Panama City, Panama. Credit: DVIDS - U.S. Army photo by Staff Sgt. Osvaldo Equite.
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USSOF and leading-edge defense industries. 
Initiatives like SOFWERX and recommendations 
from the Atlantic Council’s Commission on 
Innovation Adoption can facilitate this collaboration, 
ensuring a culture of operational experimentation 
and incentivizing private-sector engagement to 
support USSOF’s mission success. Appropriately 
resourced, USSOF can continue to advance 
innovation adoption for the Joint Force at a time 
when doing so is essential for strategic competition.

Finally, USSOF must maintain effective cooperation 
with its allied counterparts while communicating 
its current and future plans, particularly regarding 
areas of focus, investments, and adaptations. 
The US interagency and DOD can learn from the 
experiences and models put forward by allies—such 
as the United Kingdom, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, 
and Norway—that have highly integrated special 

operations into their plans to compete with strategic 
challengers like Russia and China. In so doing, the 
United States should continue to recognize the 
importance of prioritizing special-forces capabilities, 
investing in small, specialized teams, and aligning 
with allies on shared priorities to facilitate 
multilateral operations.

These recommendations not only ensure USSOF’s 
relevance and effectiveness, but also reinforce 
its pivotal role in safeguarding US interests and 
promoting global stability. The US interagency and 
DOD should invest in USSOF’s many strengths 
for strategic competition. In so doing, USSOF will 
stand ready to navigate the complexities of the 
modern conflict and to serve as a formidable force 
in advancing US strategic objectives on the  
global stage.

East-coast based U.S. Naval Special Warfare Operators (SEALs) conduct visit, board, search and seizure training with Allied 
Special Operations Forces near Athens, Greece. Credit: DVIDS - U.S. Navy photo by Mass Communication Specialist 1st 
Class Bill Carlisle.
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The United States and its allies and partners face 
an increasingly complex security environment in 
the twenty-first century, with competitors China 
and Russia leveraging all elements of their national 
power—diplomatic, information, military, and 
economic—to undermine US and allied security 
and prosperity. Considering strategic competition, 
the US Joint Force must adapt how it operates, 
recognizing that today’s security threats stretch 
well beyond the physical battlefield, and that 
competition and deterrence must be shaped 
prior to conflict. Both China and Russia view 
competition with the United States as taking place 
on a continuum, while the United States too often 
draws a bright line between peace and war while 
underinvesting in the competitive space between, 
leaving the United States at a disadvantage.

USSOF offers unique skills, competencies, 
capabilities, and experiences that can significantly 
support US goals and outcomes in strategic 
competition—but these tools are poorly understood. 
USSOF is often thought about through the lens of its 
past successes over the last two decades, notably 
in counterterrorism. But who special operators 
are today, where and how they operate, and the 

1	 “2022 National Defense Strategy, US Department of Defense, 2022, 8–11, https://media.defense.gov/2022/Oct/27/2003103845/-1/-1/1/2022-
NATIONALDEFENSE-STRATEGY-NPR-MDR.PDF; Gordon Lubold, “Army Plans Major Cuts to Special-Operations Forces, Including Green Berets,” 
Wall Street Journal, October 5, 2023, https://www.wsj.com/politics/national-security/army-plans-major-cuts-to-special-operations-forces-
including-green-berets-4ac28684.

significant role they play in shaping the environment 
and creating successful outcomes for strategic 
competition remain underappreciated.

The 2018 and 2022 National Defense Strategies—
and the integrated deterrence concept—
acknowledge that today’s security threats will only 
be deterred through “employing every tool at the 
Department [of Defense]’s disposal.”1 USSOF is 
uniquely positioned to model, support, and enhance 
the Joint Force’s ability to do this. This report 
argues that, if harnessed correctly, USSOF can play 
a central role in advancing global US interests—
especially across the seams and gaps of national 
power and artificial geographic boundaries that US 
adversaries exploit.

Some defense leaders are considering cuts to 
USSOF, which could dramatically alter its ability to 
contribute to strategic competition with China and 
leave an operational gap in current capabilities and 
future joint planning. How does USSOF support 
US and allied security imperatives, and how would 
a degradation of USSOF impact US competitive 
advantage in the 2020s and beyond?

This paper examines how the US government can 
best employ USSOF and apply its past successes 
and unique and joint operational approach to 
the challenges present in today’s era of strategic 
competition. The authors examine USSOF’s 
background and history, how USSOF enhances the 
US ability to outcompete China, and areas in which 
USSOF can be more effectively employed. The 
paper benefited from consultations with and peer 
review from many experts and practitioners across 
the national security community.

Introduction

USSOF offers unique skills, 
competencies, capabilities, and 
experiences that can significantly 
support US goals and outcomes in 
strategic competition—but these tools 
are poorly understood.
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Special operators are ubiquitous across the US 
military services and combatant commands, yet 
their organization, operations, and missions are 
distinct from their counterparts across the Joint 
Force. USSOF comprises the active, guard, and 
reserve elements of each service component of 
the US Armed Forces that are designed, trained, 
and equipped to conduct and support special 
operations—“activities or actions requiring unique 
modes of employment, tactical techniques, 
equipment, and training often conducted in hostile, 
denied, or politically sensitive environments.”2 
USSOF is unique from other parts of the military 
in its light footprint, specialized and inherently 
joint operations, and stealth approach. SOF 
typically deploys as tailored units based on an 
operation’s requirements, risk, and capabilities to 
sensitive regions of the world—often to places that 
conventional forces otherwise cannot access—and, 
in doing so, it can generate outsized  
strategic effects.

Globally positioned and readily deployed, USSOF 
provides decision-makers with low-visibility, small-
footprint, and often low-cost options to secure US 
interests. It does this either by directly addressing 
threats or by indirectly engaging by, with, and 
through international allies and partners, thus 
allowing the United States to leverage partners’ 
capabilities and geographical familiarity and 
providing unique placement and access to partners 
that might be otherwise unavailable across the 
interagency. Accounting for just 3 percent of the 
US DOD’s budget, USSOF expands the response 
options available to the United States and its 
allies and partners, buying decision space for US 
and allied leaders.3 This is especially important in 
enabling US forces to shape the environment and 
conditions of competition well before conflict arises.

2	 “DOD Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms,” US Department of Defense, March 2017, https://www.tradoc.army.mil/wp-content/
uploads/2020/10/AD1029823-DOD-Dictionary-of-Military-and-Associated-Terms-2017.pdf.

3	 “Fiscal Year 2024 Budget Estimates,” United States Special Operations Command, March 2023, https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/
Documents/defbudget/fy2024/budget_justification/pdfs/01_Operation_and_Maintenance/O_M_VOL_1_PART_1/SOCOM_OP-5.pdf.

4	 “Assistant Secretary of Defense for Special Operations and Low-Intensity Conflict,” US Department of Defense, last visited February 17, 2024, 
https://policy.defense.gov/OUSDP-Offices/ASD-for-Special-Operations-Low-Intensity-Conflict/.

5	 “SOF Truths,” US Special Operations Command, last visited February 17, 2024, https://www.socom.mil/about/sof-truths.

How Are US Special Operations 
Forces Organized Today?
The ASD(SO/LIC) “oversees and advocates for Special 
Operations and Irregular Warfare throughout the 
Department of Defense to ensure these capabilities 
are resourced, ready, and properly employed in 
accordance with the National Defense Strategy.”4 
USSOF is consolidated under the United States 
Special Operations Command, the unified combatant 
command headquartered at MacDill Air Force Base 
in Tampa, Florida. USSOCOM oversees the US 
Army Special Operations Command (USASOC), US 
Naval Special Warfare Command (WARCOM), US Air 
Force Special Operations Command (AFSOC), and 
US Marine Forces Special Operations Command 
(MARSOC). Within USSOCOM, the interoperability 
planning and equipment standardization of the various 
service SOF commands is overseen by the Joint 
Special Operations Commander (JSOC). To support 
the Geographic Combatant Commands (GCCs), 
SOCOM offers a sub-unified command per region 
aligned with the GCC in the form of Theater Special 
Operations Commands (TSOCs).

The Five SOF Truths
USSOF is guided by its Five Truths—key tenets that 
define both USSOF and special operators.

	● Humans are more important than hardware.

	● Quality is better than quantity.

	● Special Operations Forces cannot be 
mass-produced.

	● Competent Special Operations Forces cannot be 
created after emergencies occur.

	● Most Special Operations require non-SOF 
assistance.5

Background: What Makes Special 
Operations Forces Special?
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These truths echo the fact that a small number of 
SOF operators—carefully selected, well-trained, 
and exceptionally led—offer an unorthodox or 
specialized approach to security challenges that 
cannot be replicated at a larger scale across the 
conventional military force.

The special operator’s experience is distinctive—
marked by high levels of adaptability, cultural 
understanding, and exceptional physical prowess 
that reflect years of specialized training, as 
well as global and joint experience that other 
servicemembers may not obtain. Special operations 
are joint in nature and involve liaising across the 
Joint Force and US government interagency 
organizations. As such, special operators gain 
unique exposure and understanding of how to 
execute joint operations with interagency partners 
during competition, and in preparation for crisis 
and conflict. Special operators are highly educated 
and uniquely trained for different environments and 
locales, and they possess the capability to employ 

6	 Will Irwin and Isaiah Wilson, The Fourth Age of SOF: The Use and Utility of Special Operations Forces in a New Age (Macdill Air Force Base, FL: 
Joint Special Operations University Press, 2022).

unconventional thinking to achieve success.6 
Furthermore, they are highly specialized, and their 
operational approach is characterized by cultural 
awareness, flexibility, and a tolerance for ambiguity, 
which allows them to function in complex and 
ever-changing conditions—a critical component 
when the presence of overt conventional forces 
may escalate tensions in any given region. These 
characteristics and capabilities mean that USSOF 
can be harnessed in creative ways to respond to 
strategic competitors whenever and wherever they 
are operating across the globe.

USSOF’s Twelve Core Activities
USSOF is known for its role in US counterterrorism 
missions of the past two decades. Special operators 
played a central role in the twenty-year Global 
War on Terror (GWOT) via counterterrorism and 
counterinsurgency missions. However, USSOF 
executes twelve core activities (both before and 
during conflicts or crises) that are lesser known and 

A crew chief with Helicopter Sea Combat Squadron 85 (HSC-85) scans the skies while on a mission to emplace US and 
Australian Special Operations Forces (SOF) during Talisman Sabre. Credit: DVIDS - US Marine Corps photos by Lance Cpl. 
Nicole Rogge.
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crucial to strategic competition. These activities 
often overlap and rarely take place in isolation. 
Many of these activities are highly relevant to 
combatting China’s and Russia’s malign activity 
or altering their decision calculus and popular 
perceptions across the globe.7 8

7	 “Joint Publication 3-22, Foreign Internal Defense,” US Department of Defense, August 17, 2018, https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/
Doctrine/pubs/jp3_22.pdf.

8	 “Core Activities,” United States Special Operations Command, last visited February 17, 2024, https://www.socom.mil/about/core-activities.
9	 The US Joint Chiefs of Staff recognize that competition, while a “fundamental aspect of international relations” happens across many 

planes. For more information see: “Joint Concept for Competing,” US Joint Chiefs of Staff, February 2023, https://s3.documentcloud.org/
documents/23698400/20230213-joint-concept-for-competing-signed.pdf; “Joint Doctrine Note 1-19, Competition Continuum,” US Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, June 3, 2019.

These twelve activities form a robust, 
interconnected, and mutually supportive framework 
that allows USSOF to navigate different phases of 
competition and conflict across the competition 
continuum.9 Rarely does a special operation occur 
without involving or impacting one or more core 

USSOF’s Twelve Core Activities Are:
1.	 Direct Action: Executing short-duration strikes and small-scale offensive actions to seize, destroy, 

capture, exploit, recover, or damage designated targets.
2.	 Special Reconnaissance: Actions conducted in sensitive environments to collect or verify 

information of strategic or operational significance.
3.	 Unconventional Warfare: Executing actions to enable a resistance movement or insurgency that is 

aiming to coerce, disrupt, or overthrow a government or occupying power.
4.	 Foreign Internal Defense (FID): Activities geared toward supporting the host nation’s internal 

defense and development, including safeguarding against subversion, terrorism, insurgency, or 
other threats to stability and internal security.7

5.	 Civil Affairs Operations (CAO): Enhancing the relationship between US and allied and partner 
military forces and civilian authorities in areas where military forces are present.

6.	 Counterterrorism (CT): Actions taken directly against terrorist networks, as well as actions to 
influence or render global and regional environments inhospitable to terrorist networks.

7.	 Military Information Support Operations (MISO): Planned activities aimed at conveying specific, 
pre-selected information to foreign audiences. Such information is often aimed at influencing the 
emotions, motives, objective reasoning, or behavior of foreign audiences, groups, individuals, or 
sometimes governments in a manner favorable to US or host-nation objectives.

8.	 Counter-proliferation of WMD: Activities to support US government efforts to curtain the 
development, possession, proliferation, and use of chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear 
(CBRN) weapons by governments and non-state actors.

9.	 Security Force Assistance: Organizing, training, equipping, rebuilding, or advising various 
components of foreign security forces.

10.	Counterinsurgency (COIN): The amalgamation of civilian and military efforts designed to end 
insurgent violence and facilitate a return to peaceful political processes.

11.	Hostage Rescue and Recovery: Offensive measures taken to prevent, deter, preempt, and respond 
to hostage incidents, which may include the recapture of US facilities, installations, sensitive 
materials, or personnel in areas hostile to the United States.

12.	Foreign Humanitarian Assistance: A range of Department of Defense humanitarian activities 
conducted outside the United States and its territories, and alongside other humanitarian entities,  
to relieve and reduce human suffering.8



8

ATLANTIC COUNCIL

activities.10 For instance, an unconventional-warfare 
campaign might seamlessly incorporate direct 
action and special reconnaissance elements, 
highlighting the fluidity and adaptability inherent 
in special operations. Some special operations 
are carried out by USSOF’s cross-functional teams 
(CFTs), which combine the unique capabilities of 
Civil Affairs, psychological operations (PSYOP) 

10	 “Air Force Doctrine Publication 3-05—Special Operations,” Curtis LeMay Center for Doctrine Development and Education, last updated 
February 1, 2020, https://www.doctrine.af.mil/Portals/61/documents/Afdp_3-05/3-05-D05-SOF-USSOCOM-Core.pdf.

11	 In some cases, the distinct differences between the mission sets of each service are classified, but certain obvious differences are plain. Each 
service conducts foreign internal-defense operations. For example, AFSOC may work with foreign airmen to assess and improve foreign 
aviation capabilities, while WARSOC may support foreign forces on harbor clearance, search and recovery, and critical maritime infrastructure. 
For more information, see: “Joint Publication 3-22: Foreign Internal Defense.” 

12	 “A Vision for 2021 and Beyond,” 1st Special Forces Command—Airborne, August 2021, https://www.soc.mil/USASFC/Documents/1sfc-vision-
2021-beyond.pdf.

forces, special forces, and enablers. USSOF was the 
first to execute and operate multi-domain command 
and control, and helped define what is now doctrine 
in multi-domain operations. 

Special operations are multifaceted by design, 
and each service may bring distinctive skills and 
missions.11 Employing different specialties and tools, 
USSOF takes a holistic approach to threats across 
the competition continuum. Such an approach is 
critical to compete with US strategic rivals that 
operate in spaces beyond the military domain, 
including the information, diplomatic, economic, 
and legal realms.12 As such, USSOF has, and can 

Members of the Jordanian Armed Forces Special Task Force, Air Force Special Tactics Airmen with the 24th Special 
Operations Wing and Italian special operations forces provide security for an incoming Royal Jordanian Air Force UH-60L 
Blackhawk helicopter during a combat search and rescue mission at Eager Lion. Credit: DVIDS - US Air Force photo by 
Senior Airman Ryan Conroy.

Employing different specialties 
and tools, USSOF takes a holistic 
approach to threats across the 
competition continuum.
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continue to have, a tremendously valuable role in 
strategic competition.

USSOF’s Role Prior to and During 
Conflict
Special operators are adept at shaping outcomes in 
response to evolving challenges, performing their 
core activities years before conflict breaks out and 
remaining on the ground in the aftermath of a crisis. 
For example, during pre-conflict phases, USSOF’s 
reconnaissance missions can provide information 
to the IC in key regions. USSOF can operate behind 
enemy lines and sometimes have access to sources 
and information that members of the IC do not, 
contributing vast amounts of intelligence to the 
United States. 

Meanwhile, USSOF’s security cooperation programs 
are dedicated to enhancing partner capability and 
capacity while increasing US regional access and 
influence. Key aspects of this relationship include 
fostering partner resilience against subversion 
and coercion—and, when necessary, resistance to 
occupation. A prime example of this is the significant 
role that USSOF played in helping Ukraine build 
and train a professional and capable military force 
after the illegal Russian annexation of Crimea in 
2014.13 At that time, Ukrainian military forces lacked 
command and control and were not well-trained 
in operating key capabilities.14 Following 2014, US, 
United Kingdom (UK), and other allied SOF trained 
the Ukrainian military, supporting its evolution into 
the professional and capable military force we see 

13	 Stavros Atlamazoglou, “US Special Operators Borrowed a Unique Part of Army Green Beret Training to Prepare Ukrainians to Fight Russia,” 
Business Insider, January 24, 2023, https://www.businessinsider.com/us-developed-version-of-special-forces-q-course-for-ukrainians-2023-1.

14	 Stavros Atlamazoglou, “Ukrainian Special-Operations Forces Doubled in Size While Training With the US, Top US Special-Ops Commander 
Says,” Business Insider, January 9, 2022, https://www.businessinsider.com/ukrainian-special-ops-forces-double-in-size-during-us-
training-2022-6.

15	 “Joint Publication 3-13.2: Military Information Support Operations,” US Department of Defense, December 20, 2011, https://jfsc.ndu.edu/
Portals/72/Documents/JC2IOS/Additional_Reading/1C1_JP_3-13-2.pdf. 

16	 Katie Crombe, Steve Ferenzi, and Robert Jones, “Integrating Deterrence Across the Gray-Zone—Making it More than Words,” Military Times, 
December 8, 2021; Steve Ferenzi and Robert Jones, “Three Ways to Improve Integrated Deterrence,” National Interest, July 22, 2022, https://
nationalinterest.org/feature/three-ways-improve-integrated-deterrence-203695.

today, which has been much better positioned to 
respond to and tenaciously fight Russia’s ongoing 
war against Ukraine. 

USSOF provides a critical leg of integrated 
deterrence, alongside conventional and nuclear 
military capabilities, by executing irregular aspects 
of competition that remain below the threshold 
of armed conflict. This includes undertaking 
specialized reconnaissance, irregular warfare, 
medical support, clandestine logistics, data 
collection, and human intelligence (HUMINT) 
analysis—or military information-support 
operations, known as MISO—against potential 
adversaries before a conflict arises.15 SOF also 
bolsters deterrence by denial and punishment, 
demonstrating to allies and partners how to stand 
up to coercion from Russia, China, and other 
adversaries.16

In the event of a crisis, USSOF is strategically 
positioned at the forefront, offering support across 
the Joint Force and US government interagency 
organizations in critical areas. For example, 
USSOF supports the development of US Embassy 
Emergency Action Plans, provides humanitarian 
assistance, and generates intelligence to establish 
conditions for large-scale combat operations. In 
essence, USSOF’s role is proactive. Instead of 
waiting for the onset of conflict, special operators 
are engaged in a region for an extended period 
before such a conflict ever emerges, and they 
set the environment for future engagement and 
interoperability with other military forces.
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History of USSOF: SOF’s Evolving  
Purpose and How its History Lends  
to Competition Today

The Creation of USSOF and Its Role 
in the Twentieth Century
The inception of USSOF dates back to 1942. Born 
out of necessity during the Second World War 
(WWII), the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) 
was created by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
establishing air, ground, and maritime SOF to 
meet the particular needs of warfighting theaters.17 
These OSS forces, led by Bill Donovan, became 
critical to the global operations of the Allied forces 
in World War II, acting as elite raiding forces in 
Europe, enablers of Nazi- and fascist-resistance 
movements in the Mediterranean and Middle East, 
and the executors of an unconventional-warfare 
campaign in China and East Asia. The OSS forces 
were dissolved by President Harry Truman following 
the end of WWII, and all the special intelligence and 
warfare functions were then transferred to the War 
Department.18 By the time the Korean War began 
in 1953, there were no remaining official standing 
special-operations units, but their noticeable 
absence resulted in an accelerated effort to rebuild 
such capabilities during that decade.

During the Cold War, the Department of Defense 
recognized the value of irregular warfare to enable 
resistance groups in Warsaw Pact countries. 
This led to the 1952 establishment of the Army’s 
Psychological Warfare Center at Fort Bragg—later 
renamed the Special Warfare Center. As their 
capability was rebuilt, USSOF forces deployed 
troops throughout the Cold War, supporting covert 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) operations in 
Tibet, Iran, Eastern Europe, and Cuba; supporting 
and training south Vietnamese troops; and 
evacuating missionaries and other personnel 

17	 “Creation of the OSS,” National Park Service, last visited February 17, 2024, https://www.nps.gov/cato/learn/historyculture/oss1.htm; Irwin and 
Wilson, The Fourth Age of SOF.

18	 John J. McCloy, “Transfer of OSS Personnel and Activities to the War Department and Creation of Strategic Services Unit,” US Department of 
State, 1945, https://1997-2001.state.gov/about_state/history/intel/95_99.html

19	 “Air Force Special Operations: History of the Special Operations Professionals,” US Air Force Special Operations Command, last visited 
February 17, 2024, https://www.afsoc.af.mil/Portals/86/documents/history/heritage_special_ops_prof.pdf.

20	 Irwin and Wilson, The Fourth Age of SOF.

from unstable regions of the Congo, among other 
missions.19

The true value of USSOF during the Cold War was 
realized when President John F. Kennedy stressed 
the need for the armed services to invest more 
heavily in guerrilla and counter-guerrilla operations 
as an effort to combat Soviet influence operations 
worldwide. As it expanded to create new units 
and training centers across the services, USSOF 
emerged as “pioneers in interagency cooperation,” 
collaborating with entities such as the CIA by 
conducting long-range reconnaissance missions 
and medical support missions to Vietnam.20 During 
this time, special operations became one of the US 
military’s key enablers to counter coercion below 
the threshold of armed conflict. 

In the aftermath of Vietnam, USSOF’s capabilities—
like those of other services and commands—were 
reduced because of budget cuts and downsizing. 
The failed Iranian rescue mission of 1980, known 
as Operation Eagle Claw, led to a flurry of 
reorganization efforts in Congress, culminating in 
the permanent establishment of USSOCOM in 1987 
and the creation of an office devoted to special 
operations and low-intensity conflict (SO/LIC) within 
the Office of the Secretary of Defense, all of which 
resulted in the current organization of USSOF.

USSOF in the GWOT and the 
Twenty-First Century
USSOF is perhaps best known for its work 
throughout the GWOT. USSOF carried out a diverse 
range of missions worldwide, serving as the primary 
tool in the US fight to counter VEOs. Beyond 
engaging in combat operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, 
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Syria, and the Philippines, USSOF played a crucial 
role in executing theater campaign plans and 
implementing national strategy on a global scale.

During this time, USSOF doubled in force size and 
more than tripled in budget to meet the growing 
threat environment; during some periods, its 
presence overseas more than quadrupled.21 SOF 
was vital in building partner capacity, providing 
low-cost, low-footprint options to understand and 
impose costs on malign adversary activity and 
expand US influence and access with key partners 
and allies. Importantly, USSOF established linkages 
to conceive and implement a true Joint Interagency 
Intergovernmental Multinational (JIIM) strategy in 
multiple locations—especially in areas in which 
the Department of Defense could not be the lead 
active player, such as in Africa.22 The value of SOF’s 
authorities and culture of moving quickly against a 
problem was clearly demonstrated during GWOT. 
This entailed applying resources and focus against 
a challenge, but it also meant the research and 
development (R&D), experimentation, fielding, 
and application of novel—and potentially game-
changing technology—tactics, techniques, and 
procedures. 

While USSOF conducted a diverse range of 
operations during this time, the bulk of US public 
and policymaker attention was focused on the 
direct-action campaigns—such as the one that killed 
Osama Bin Laden, Operation Neptune Spear—that 
made USSOF better known. In some ways, USSOF 
suffers from its own success. USSOF faces the 
challenge of its media-molded image versus the 
reality of it being a highly expert and quiet force.  
As such, some still perceive USSOF’s role as 
confined to direct action despite the range of 
indirect action and other operations it conducts, 
ranging from training and equipping components of 

21	 Eric T. Olsen, “USSOCOM and SOF: War Around the Edges,” Journal of National Security Law and Policy 12, 1 (2021), https://jnslp.com/wp-
content/uploads/2021/09/USSOCOM-and-SOF%E2%80%94War-Around-the-Edges.pdf. 

22	 A True JIIM strategy emphasizes the essential requirement for coordination and unity of effort between the military and other US government 
agencies. For more information, see: John Bilas, et al., “Targeting the JIIM Way: A More Inclusive Approach,” National Defense University, April 1 
2014, https://ndupress.ndu.edu/JFQ/Joint-Force-Quarterly-73/Article/577505/targeting-the-jiim-way-a-more-inclusive-approach/. 

23	 Because of its reputation for direct action, some policymakers interviewed for this project described USSOF as being seen as the “finish force.” 
This concept refers to the idea that, during a conflict, USSOF can step in and conduct operations that its conventional service counterparts 
cannot—but this flexibility should not just be seen as adaptability on the battlefield.

24	 The competition continuum describes a world neither at peace nor at war, but instead a world of “enduring competition conducted through 
a mixture of cooperation, competition below armed conflict, and armed conflict.” For more information, see: Department of Defense, “Joint 
Doctrine Note 1-19, Competition Continuum.”

25	 See section above about USSOF’s history and role during the Cold War.

foreign security forces to enhancing relationships 
between US forces and foreign civilian authorities.

Public Perceptions of USSOF
Perhaps due to its success in the GWOT, USSOF 
is too often viewed only as the finish force, 
closing the kill chain for its conventional service 
counterparts.23 Instead, modern special operators 
should be understood as playing a role much 
earlier in the management of competition, prior 
to conflict. USSOF operates globally, across the 
entire competition continuum, and rapidly tests and 
employs novel or critical capabilities to enhance 
security operations.24 USSOF will continue to 
conduct CT and COIN operations, when necessary, 
but today’s security environment requires USSOF to 
prioritize its role in strategic competition—this may 
more closely mirror the role it played below active 
armed conflict in the Cold War era.25 

USSOF has continued to play this role in some 
capacity over the past twenty years, albeit less 
visibly than some of its actions during the GWOT. 
Furthermore, if called upon, USSOF has the 
competencies and authorities to employ irregular-
warfare concepts and gray-zone tactics in strategic 
competition. Nevertheless, few decision-makers 
think of it that way. It is time that policymakers 
update their understanding of USSOF and enhance 
the valuable role it can play in strategic competition.

USSOF will continue to conduct CT  
and COIN operations, when necessary, 
but today’s security environment 
requires USSOF to prioritize its role in 
strategic competition...
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USSOF’s Strengths Applied to 
Strategic Competition 
Today, the US Joint Force confronts a pacing 
threat in China and an acute threat in Russia—far 
more sophisticated adversaries than it faced in 
VEOs throughout the GWOT.26 Prevailing in this 
era of strategic competition requires the Joint 
Force to shift its competitive mindset in order 
to effectively respond to threats spanning the 
competition continuum and cutting across theaters 
and domains.27 Within this three-dimensional 
approach to competition, USSOF is a critical 
operator, complementing conventional-force 
readiness and military dominance with a unique 
blend of competencies and capabilities that can 
be leveraged to deter, prepare for, and respond to 
armed conflict.

The 2023 Joint Concept for Competing defines 
strategic competition as “a persistent and long-
term struggle that occurs between two or more 
adversaries seeking to pursue incompatible 
interests without necessarily engaging in armed 
conflict with each other.”28 In addition, the concept 
of the “competition continuum” was introduced 
as a Joint Concept in 2019, and describes a world 
of enduring competition conducted through a 
mixture of cooperation, competition below armed 
conflict, and armed conflict—a description that 
allows for simultaneous interaction with the same 
actor across different situations.29 These two 
concepts acknowledge that US adversaries have 

26	 “2022 National Defense Strategy.”
27	 James E. Cartwright, et al., Operationalizing Integrated Deterrence: Applying Joint Force Targeting Across the Competition Continuum, Atlantic 

Council, June 8, 2023, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/operationalizing-integrated-deterrence-evolving-the-
joint-forces-application-of-targeting-across-the-competition/.

28	 “Joint Concept for Competing.”
29	 Ibid.; “Joint Doctrine Note 1-19, Competition Continuum.”
30	 Daniel Lippman, et al., “Biden’s Era of ‘Strategic Competition,’” Politico, October 5, 2023, https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-

daily/2021/10/05/bidens-era-of-strategic-competition-494588.
31	 Gray Zone Task Force experts, The National Defense Strategy Shows the Pentagon’s Increased Focus on the Gray Zone. Here’s What that 

Means, Atlantic Council, December 13, 2022, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/hybrid-warfare-project/the-national-defense-
strategy-shows-the-pentagons-increased-focus-on-the-gray-zone-heres-what-that-means/.

circumvented US conventional military dominance 
by competing below the threshold of armed conflict 
for some time.30 Following Operation Desert Storm 
in 1991, the United States celebrated a decisive 
battlefield win, while US competitors learned they 
must devise ways to compensate for unrivaled US 
conventional power and win without fighting through 
non-conventional means.31 USSOF is accustomed 
to operating across the competition continuum and 
cooperating with allies and partners to support US 
objectives, while simultaneously creating dilemmas 
for adversaries in an evolving threat environment. 
These factors make USSOF a versatile and critical 
instrument in strategic competition not only in the 
military domain, but also operating in support of 
diplomatic and economic objectives.

The following section outlines four key 
competencies USSOF brings to bear to support 
US strategic competition: its engagement with 
allies and partners, its global footprint, its ability to 
achieve effects across the competition continuum, 
and its cutting-edge use of technology.

I. Global and Persistent Engagement 
with Allies and Partners
The first major competency of USSOF is its 
proactive and sustained engagement of allies and 
adversaries globally.

USSOF is global by nature, confronting adversaries 
across every domain and every part of the world 
where China and Russia are undermining US and 

USSOF Today in the Context  
of Strategic Competition
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allied interests.32 Beijing leverages its influence, 
military, and predatory economic practices to bully 
its neighbors and project power far beyond the 
Indo-Pacific. Russia simultaneously wages a war 
of aggression against Ukraine, challenges national 
sovereignty across Europe, and undermines the 
security of nations globally through its cyberattacks, 
intimidation, and information operations.33 USSOF’s 
global role enables it to respond to China and 
Russia internationally.

USSOF builds and maintains authentic and 
multigenerational connections with allies and 
partners by training, advising, and assisting various 
countries in their security.34 This global presence 

32	 In its 2018 NDS, the Department of Defense defined its Global Operating Model for the Joint Force’s posture and operations as being achieved 
in four layers: contact, blunt, surge, and homeland. The “global contact layer” refers to the space where the United States and its rivals interact 
most frequently. For more information, see: “2018 National Defense Strategy Summary,” US Department of Defense, 2018, https://dod.defense.
gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf.

33	 “Addressing China’s Military Aggression in the Indo-Pacific Region,” US Department of State, December 3, 2020, https://2017-2021.state.gov/
chinas-military-aggression-in-the-indo-pacific-region/; Antony J. Blinken, “The Stakes of Russian Aggression for Ukraine and Beyond,” US 
Department of State, January 20, 2022, https://www.state.gov/the-stakes-of-russian-aggression-for-ukraine-and-beyond/.

34	 Linda Robison, “The Future of US Special Operations Forces,” Council on Foreign Relations, April 2013, https://www.cfr.org/report/future-us-
special-operations-forces.

and these relationships also enable USSOF to 
observe and counter Chinese and Russian influence 
in key regions while simultaneously engaging with 
and building trust with key partners. US partners 
may have greater access to observe Chinese or 
Russian activity. As such, USSOF engagement 
internationally not only supports partners but also 
creates greater options for the United States to 
counter adversarial influence. 

USSOF approaches its relationships with allies and 
partners through persistent (rather than episodic) 
engagement, which generates a comprehensive 
understanding of host nations, threats to their 
security, and the second- and third-order effects of 

Italian special operations forces, US Air Force Special Tactics and members of the Jordanian Armed Forces Special Task 
Force assault a compound during Exercise Eager Lion at King Abdullah II Special Operations Training Center. Credit: DVIDS 
- US Air Force photo by Senior Airman Ryan Conroy.
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decisions and operations in those local contexts. 
USSOF’s enduring partnerships allow the United 
States to engage with nations in areas of strategic 
competition by assisting them with the problems 
they care about most. This is especially important 
for certain partners that may not view China or 
Russia as a threat, leaving USSOF as one of the only 
viable and trusted partners to discreetly engage on 
US foreign policy matters in certain areas.

USSOF spearheaded the by, with, and through 
approach for the US military, in which “operations 
are led by [US] partners, state or nonstate, with 
enabling support from the United States or US-led 
coalitions, and through US authorities and partner 
agreements.”35 USSOF’s approach centers allies and 
partners in the defense of their own nations, often 

35	 Joseph L. Votel and Eero R. Keravuori, “The By-With-Through Operational Approach,” National Defense University, JFQ 89 (2018), https://
ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-89/jfq-89_40-47_Votel-Keravuori.pdf. 

36	 Under the DOD “Directive 2000.13, Civil Affairs,” USSOCOM developed “Directive 525-38, Civil Military Engagement.”
37	 “Terms & Definitions of Interest for Counterintelligence Professionals,” Counterintelligence Glossary, Federation of American Scientists, June 

9, 2014, 2 and 257, https://irp.fas.org/eprint/ci-glossary.pdf; Assad A. Raza, “Order from Chaos: Inside U.S. Army Civil Affairs Activities,” Army 
University Press, November–December 2019, https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/November-
December-2019/Raza-Order-from-Chaos/.

leading to more successful results. This approach is 
better for the partner nation and also for the United 
States.

USSOCOM also has a USSOF Civil Affairs element, 
which works “by, with, and through unified action 
partners to shape conditions and influence 
indigenous populations and institutions” in support 
of DOD and US embassy strategies.36 In this 
capacity, USSOF supports other parts of allied 
governments to leverage non-military instruments 
of power. In so doing, USSOF is able to gain 
“placement and access”—proximity to or the ability 
to approach an individual, facility, or information that 
enables one to carry out an intended mission—in 
geographic areas where US embassies otherwise 
do not have a presence.37 This expands the options 

Chile and US Special Operations Forces prepare to fast rope to a simulated objective during exercise Southern Star in 
Mejillones, Chile. Credit: DVIDS - U.S. Army Photo by Staff Sgt. Osvaldo Equite.
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available to US decision-makers to respond to 
activities by China and Russia in areas where the 
United States may not have much of a diplomatic or 
conventional military presence.

While physical presence remains important, 
USSOF can also support nations from a distance 
or virtually, which helps reduce costs and provides 
operators with greater flexibility by avoiding direct 
confrontation or escalation that may come from 
physical presence. Throughout the war in Ukraine, 
USSOF has advised and assisted Kyiv from a 
distance. Following the 2014 invasion, the US 
military brought together conventional and special-
operations troops to create the Joint Multinational 
Training Group-Ukraine, including a “Q course.” This 
Army Special Forces qualification course (formally 
called the Special Forces Qualification Course) 
teaches everything from combat competencies and 
survival, evasion, resistance, and escape (SERE) 
to how to navigate in an unconventional-warfare 
environment. Even without a large physical footprint 
in Ukraine, USSOF has been able to effectively 
assist Ukrainians with training and logistics.38 This 
demonstrates a valuable competency, and can 
serve as a model for training and supporting other 
countries relevant to strategic competition that may 
otherwise be difficult to physically operate within.

USSOF’s relationships can be multigenerational. 
By operating in the same regions for decades, 
USSOF builds relationships that can breed mutual 
trust and understanding. These relationships (and 
the inherent trust with allies and partners that 
follows) are sustained through USSOF and allied 
counterparts participating in joint training exercises, 
attending each other’s training courses, and sharing 
tactical and strategic experience. Through such 
exchanges and training, US allies and partners 
enhance their warfighting capabilities and improve 
their interoperability with the United States. In turn, 
the United States gains a deeper understanding of 
the security cultures and threat perceptions of other 
countries. This information improves US activities 
and operations, and further guides decision-making 
by opening avenues for the United States to engage 
new stakeholders abroad. US engagement with 
regional stakeholders can complicate an adversary’s 
risk calculus, as it is forced to consider the potential 

38	 Atlamazoglou, “US Special Operators Borrowed a Unique Part of Army Green Beret Training to Prepare Ukrainians to Fight Russia.” 
39	 David Vergun, “Special Operations Success Hinges on People, Partnerships,” US Department of Defense, November 5, 2021, https://www.

defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/2835427/special-operations-success-hinges-on-people-partnerships/.

consequences of aggression against regional actors 
to which the United States is tied.

USSOF’s tailored approach to its regional 
relationships generally produces special operators 
with more global and joint experience earlier in 
their careers when compared to their service 
counterparts. Through their deployments, special 
operators exchange tactics, techniques, and 
procedures with partner nations.39 Their cultural 
adeptness and multi-domain backgrounds empower 
USSOF to plug in quickly, adjust to varying cultural, 
geographic, and political contexts, and build new 
connections for the Joint Force for years to come.

II. Gaining Placement and Access 
Across the Globe
Secondly, USSOF’s deep alliances and partnerships 
offer an asymmetric advantage over China, Russia, 
and other competitors. USSOF collaborates with 
allies and partners to create global impact in a way 
that may be outsized to its presence. Even a small 
USSOF unit can take localized actions that might 
compel adversaries to contend with widespread 
repercussions. For example, USSOF may work with 
an Indo-Pacific nation to gain increased access for 
the United States Air Force to operate in the region, 
signaling to China increased US capacity and 
maneuverability that could alter China’s risk calculus 
as it conducts maritime activities in the Indo-
Pacific. Or USSOF may work with an African partner 
to counter Chinese or Russian local information 
operations that adversely affect its influence in 
multiple countries across the region and beyond. 

USSOF’s partnerships and presence in host 
nations build US regional placement and access, 
in turn providing virtual and/or physical proximity 
to an entity of interest. This placement and access 
support the Intelligence Community by providing 
insights in normally inaccessible locations while 
also enhancing the Joint Force’s ability to compete 
across the globe’s farthest corners, enabling it 
to support allies and partners in identifying and 
responding to adversarial and illicit behavior. 
For USSOF, in particular, this proximity forms the 
foundation for responding to coercive or subversive 
activity below the threshold of armed conflict. For 
example, China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) gives 
it placement and access in a range of countries 
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across the Indo-Pacific, Africa, Europe, and Latin 
America. Through subversive economic practices, 
China has capitalized on key industries, accessed 
new markets, and coercively influenced local 
decisions in developing countries by leveraging its 
economic power. This all-of-nation approach buys 
China influence and could enable an expanded 
military presence—for instance, through the 
acquisition of ports and waterways that serve 
as potential maritime chokepoints.40 China’s BRI 
activities have taken place in some countries where 
the United States lacks a large presence or access, 
but USSOF can and does operate in areas where 
other US entities do not.

If harnessed effectively, USSOF can be leveraged in 
key strategic regions to educate local governments, 
conduct reconnaissance of local activity, employ 
information operations, collect intelligence, and 
collaborate with interagency partners. As such, 
USSOF can be used to mitigate or respond to 
Chinese and Russian attempts to expand their 
influence in regions that are lesser priorities for US 
conventional force presence. USSOF’s global access 
is particularly important when crises or conflicts 
erupt. For instance, as the Israel-Hamas conflict 
continues, USSOF could surge on its CT, COIN, and 
hostage-rescue mission sets in the Middle East, 
allowing the Joint Force at large to remain focused 
on the pacing challenge of China.41 Overall, USSOF 
global presence enables the United States to 
maintain strategic ground in other, less-prioritized 
regions, while preserving a relatively light and 
inexpensive footprint. 

The light and relatively affordable nature of USSOF’s 
global presence furthers US interests in parts of 
the globe where the United States may not have a 
strong foothold, providing outsized value.

40	 Kristen A. Cordell, “The Evolving Relationship between the International Development Architecture and China’s Belt and Road,” Brookings, 
October 2020, https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-evolving-relationship-between-the-international-development-architecture-and-chinas-
belt-and-road/.

41	 Eric Schmitt, “American Commandos Are in Israel Helping to Locate Hostages, Pentagon says,” New York Times, October 31, 2023, https://www.
nytimes.com/2023/10/31/us/politics/us-israel-hostages.html.

42	 Gray-zone activities are often clandestine and covert, and they aim to undermine the security of the target entity and/or project power without 
triggering active armed conflict. Such activities in the modern age may involve cyberattacks, disinformation campaigns, economic coercion, 
proxy warfare, and other unconventional tactics aimed at undermining an opponent’s stability and security, many of which were exhibited by 
SOF during its influence campaigns in Vietnam, Laos, West Germany, and others during the 1950s and 1960s. See: Atlantic Council Gray Zone 
Task Force, Scoping the Gray Zone: Defining Terms and Policy Priorities for Engaging Competitors Below the Threshold of Armed Conflict, 
Atlantic Council, December 22, 2022, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/strategic-insights-memos/scoping-the-gray-zone-defining-
terms-and-policy-priorities-for-engaging-competitors-below-the-threshold-of-conflict/.

43	 “2022 National Defense Strategy,” 8–11.
44	 Individuals interviewed for this study highlighted USSOF’s ability to “buy decision space” for the United States. This is possible because USSOF 

is able to discreetly build placement and access in regions otherwise denied or difficult for the United States to access. By doing this, USSOF 
gains a holistic intelligence picture, intricate relationships, and a local understanding of actors and areas that the US government may not 
otherwise have, thereby expanding the range of policy options available to US and allied decision-makers.

III. Operations Across the 
Competition Continuum
USSOF is adept and experienced in operating 
below the threshold of conflict. This “gray zone” of 
competition can be defined as “the space in which 
defensive and offensive activity occurs above the 
level of cooperation and below the threshold of 
armed conflict.”42 Dating back to the Cold War era, 
special operations were one of the few military 
capabilities that challenged coercion below the 
threshold of armed conflict. This space and time 
prior to armed conflict is increasingly central in 
modern competition, especially when adversaries 
employ a “win without fighting” strategy. China 
and Russia rely on cyber, economic, information, 
and other asymmetric capabilities to advance their 
interests, especially when they cannot outmatch 
US conventional military superiority or when 
unconventional activities achieve their objectives 
just as well. 

The United States has recognized the need to 
operate more strategically along this competition 
continuum in order to better compete with China 
and Russia. The 2022 National Defense Strategy 
recognized the need to “campaign across domains 
and the spectrum of conflict” to improve the US 
understanding of its operating environment and 
to shape the perceptions and risk calculi of US 
adversaries.43 Through the United States’ own gray-
zone activities—such as the development of partner 
nations’ resistance and resilience capabilities, and 
information and cognitive operations—USSOF can 
help mitigate strategic risk, support US national 
objectives, and buy “decision space” for US and 
allied leaders, while limiting exposure to political 
and economic risks that may come from a larger 
military presence or more overt action.44 
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“Integrated deterrence” campaigning should rely 
upon USSOF activities, including (but not limited 
to) its ability to establish resistance mechanisms, 
conduct information operations, engage in Civil 
Affairs, and collect intelligence. Such activities 
impact adversaries by tying up or forcing them to 
reposition their resources, thus creating disruptions 
and dilemmas that benefit the United States.45 
USSOF’s role in executing integrated deterrence 
is perhaps best articulated through its irregular-
warfare capabilities, which offer a “critical tool to 
campaign across the spectrum of conflict, enhance 
interoperability and access, and disrupt competitor 
warfighting advantages while reinforcing our 
own.”46 USSOF deters adversaries’ actions across 
the continuum by illuminating and confronting 
acts of proxy aggression, information warfare, 
economic warfare, and subversion. This enhances 
the options available to US decision-makers 
while simultaneously sowing chaos that disrupts 
adversarial decision-making.

USSOF’s competencies across the competition 
continuum are as follows.

Information Warfare
USSOF actively engages in the information domain 
by exposing and countering adversary propaganda 
and disinformation, as well as campaigning—that 
is, conducting “logically linked military initiatives”—
to achieve US defense priorities over time.47 In 
2019, then commander of US Special Operations 
Command General Richard Clarke stated that 60 
percent of the special-operations community’s 
focus was “working in the information space,” as 
opposed to a 90-percent focus on “the kinetic fight” 
just a decade earlier.48 USSOF’s MISO activities 
have more than tripled in the past three years, with 

45	 A planned resistance mechanism is the well-organized resistance capability prior to a potential invasion and subsequent occupation for US 
allies and partners. Establishing such mechanisms prior to an invasion that could lead to a loss of territorial integrity or sovereignty provides 
the United States and its allies and partners a blueprint for national resilience in a pre-crisis setting, while formulating resistance requirements 
and facilitating planning and operations in the event of an adversary compromising or violating the sovereignty and independence of allied or 
partner nations.

46	 Christopher P. Maier and Bryan P. Fenton, “Statement for the Record: U.S. Special Operations Forces and Command—Challenges and Resource 
Priorities for Fiscal Year 2024,” House Armed Services Committee Intelligence and Special Operations Subcommittee, March 9, 2023, https://
www.congress.gov/118/meeting/house/115479/witnesses/HHRG-118-AS26-Bio-MaierC-20230309.pdf.

47	 “2022 National Defense Strategy,” 1.
48	 Jared Keller, “SOCOM Chief: Door-Kickers Are Out, Cyber Operators Are In,” Task and Purpose, May 12, 2020, https://taskandpurpose.com/

news/special-operations-forces-cyber-warfare/.
49	 Maier and Fenton, “Statement for the Record.”
50	 Lee Ferran, “US Army Special Ops Chief on ‘Most Important’ Lesson from Ukraine: Information Operations,” Breaking Defense, October 13, 

2023, https://breakingdefense.com/2023/10/us-army-special-ops-chief-on-most-important-lesson-from-ukraine-information-operations/.
51	 Mark Pomerleau, “Special Forces to Build ‘Influence Artillery’ for Online Campaigns,” C4ISRNet, February 18, 2021, https://www.c4isrnet.com/

information-warfare/2021/02/18/special-forces-to-build-influence-artillery-for-online-campaigns/.
52	 Mark Pomerleau, “New Triad Is Evolving Deterrence for Joint Force,” Defense Scoop, October 11, 2023, https://defensescoop.com/2023/10/11/

new-triad-is-evolving-deterrence-for-joint-force/. 

special operations contributing 60 percent of MISO 
activities conducted worldwide in fiscal year 2022. 
This trend will likely intensify in future conflict as the 
information domain remains a key arena for strategic 
competition, as China and Russia use information 
or “informatized” warfare to counter US strategic 
objectives and further their own.49 Information 
operations can be used to great effect. For example, 
Ukraine has successfully leveraged information 
operations to rally support for its armed forces 
and—tactically and operationally—to “[erode] the will 
of individual [Russian] soldiers,” which has partially 
contributed to seventeen thousand Russians 
deserting the military.50

Recognizing the prominence of information and 
cognitive warfare, USSOCOM established the 
Information Warfare Center (IWC) in 2021. The IWC 
aims to enhance and consolidate USSOCOM’s 
psychological-operations capabilities, in conjunction 
with information-related capabilities in the cyber and 
space domains, specializing in “influence artillery 
rounds”—detecting adversarial activity across the 
globe and pushing that information to operators, 
who then must identify tailored informational 
“munitions” to match the target confronting them.51

Space and Cyber Warfare
USSOF similarly recognizes the significance of 
the cyber and space domains, with the US Army 
spearheading the concept of a “modern triad” 
consisting of space, cyber, and special operations 
to “provide options to commanders to deter 
activity below the threshold of conflict.”52 While 
cyber, space, and special-operations capabilities 
are powerful on their own, melded together they 
generate vast options and opportunities for the 
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Joint Force to rapidly influence outcomes across the 
competition continuum. 

The triad might manifest as follows.

	● Special Operations Command “provides 
unique access at the tip of the spear for both 
space enabling infrastructure and cyber 
access”;

	● Space and Missile Defense Command 
“provides missile defeat and other unique 
space capabilities”; and

	● Cyber Command “provides cyber capabilities 
as well as data analytics to better inform 
operations of the other two legs.” 53

For example, USSOF could use its unique placement 
and access to enable a US Cyber Command 
(USCYBERCOM) operation into a remote adversary 
downlink site, holding its ability to conduct space 
domain awareness at risk and giving USSPACECOM 
an option during crisis or conflict. This triad, which 
combines intelligence threads and capabilities, 
offers commensurate responses to low-intensity and 
hybrid threats.54

Cyber, space, and special operations are distinct 
from other military instruments in their multi-domain 
“global reach.” Each of these tools is not confined 
to operations in a traditional domain or geographic 
theater; rather, their application extends across all 
the military services and combatant commands.55 
USSOF’s ability to effectively employ the triad, in 
turn, will integrate this response option into Joint 
Force campaigning and contingency response plans 
to fill operational gaps across domains and regions. 
Still today, this idea remains largely conceptual at 
the joint level—the space component is less natural 
to bring in, given USSOF has long utilized cyber and 
signals intelligence capabilities to track targets.56

53	 Ibid.
54	 Will Beaurpere and Ned Marsh, “Space, Cyber, and Special Operations: An Influence Triad for Global Campaigning,” Modern War Institute, 

September 6, 2022, https://mwi.westpoint.edu/space-cyber-and-special-operations-an-influence-triad-for-global-campaigning/.
55	 Maier and Fenton, “Statement for the Record.”
56	 Mark Pomerleau, “US Military Still Fleshing out SOF, Cyber, Space ‘Triad’ at the Joint Level,” Defense Scoop, October 31, 2023, https://

defensescoop.com/2023/10/31/us-military-still-fleshing-out-sof-cyber-space-triad-at-the-joint-level/.
57	 Jeffrey Martini, et al., “Operation Inherent Resolve: U.S. Ground Force Contributions,” RAND, October 17, 2022, https://www.rand.org/pubs/

research_reports/RRA719-1.html.
58	 “SOF Truths.”

Supporting the Joint Force and Interagency 
The primary objectives of operating in the gray zone 
are to counter malign actions below the threshold 
of armed conflict and to ensure competition does 
not escalate into full-blown conflict. Should conflict 
break out, however, USSOF’s OPE activities will 
prove critical for supporting large-scale combat 
operations. During combat, USSOF is equally critical 
as an enabler for the Joint Force. USSOF is well-
positioned to provide a firsthand assessment of the 
situation and response options given its persistent 
presence and engagement in key regions. For 
example, USSOF could play a pivotal role in 
capturing key terrain and securing ground lines of 
communication—both actions that would set the 
conditions for Joint Force success while disrupting 
adversarial military planning. During conflict, 
USSOF can help mitigate strategic risk for the Joint 
Force through supporting operations. This was 
demonstrated during Operation Inherent Resolve, 
during which small numbers of special operators, in 
concert with regional partners, took back territory 
held by the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham 
(ISIS), constrained Iranian aggression, pushed 
back against Russian encroachment, and limited 
escalation between Kurdish and Turkish forces.57

Furthermore, USSOF teams can serve as a focal 
point for synchronizing the effects of interagency 
partners, allied and partner militaries, and the Joint 
Force. This collaborative approach is evident in the 
fifth “SOF Truth,” which states that “most special 
operations require non-SOF assistance.”58 USSOF’s 
effectiveness is enhanced by its integration with 
other DOD components and interagency partners, 
merging military expertise with diplomatic, 
economic, and informational tools. At the same time, 
USSOF augments joint and interagency operations, 
thus enabling a comprehensive approach to address 
strategic competition by aligning diverse capabilities 
toward common objectives. Decision-makers across 
the interagency and in the DOD may not appreciate 
the full role USSOF plays prior to conflict. Not only is 
it impossible to build USSOF capabilities overnight 
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in the event of a conflict, but also, if USSOF 
capabilities are employed only at the onset of a 
conflict, they will not have been employed to their 
full effect.

With the proper authorities, special operations 
can extend the scope, scale, and reach of 
interagency deterrent tools by both providing US 
government partners with the inputs required to 
execute operations (e.g., placement and access) 
and amplifying the desired output or effect (e.g., 
bringing together various instruments of power). 
This is particularly important given that USSOF 
has formal operational-planning experience that 
is not inherently a function of other government 
departments and agencies. For example, USSOF 
works with the Department of Treasury’s Office 
of Foreign Asset Controls to enhance sanctions 
support capability on the ground; it leverages 
MISO and Civil Affairs to amplify Department of 

59	 These examples were provided by experts interviewed during the research phase of this project. “Joint Publication 3-13.2, Military Information 
Support Operations”; Jonathan Schroden, et al., “Implications of Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated Fishing for US Special Operations Forces,” 
Center for Naval Analyses, September 2023, https://www.cna.org/reports/2023/10/Implications-IUUF-for-SpecOpsForces.pdf; Crombe, et al., 
“Integrating Deterrence Across the Gray—Making it More than Words.” 

State public diplomacy; and it convenes various 
stakeholders for cross-cutting human security 
issues such as illegal, unreported, and unregulated 
(IUU) fishing, and mitigating harm to civilians.59 JIIM 
partnerships are required to compete against China 
and Russia, and USSOF is well-positioned to support 
and enable them.

USSOF includes specialized teams that can  
bolster US security advantages below the threshold 
of conflict. While much of USSOF’s activity falls 
within the classified realm, USSOF’s cross-functional 

A U.S. Air Force KC-135 Stratotanker aircrew with the 340th Expeditionary Air Refueling Squadron, deployed to Al Udeid Air 
Base, Qatar, take off from Al Udeid AB. Credit: DVIDS - U.S. Air Force photo by Senior Master Sgt. Joshua L. DeMotts.

Decision-makers across the 
interagency and in the DOD may not 
appreciate the full role USSOF plays 
prior to conflict.
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teams execute numerous SOF operations. Building 
upon the definitions of USSOF’s core activities 
provided above, this holistic approach addresses 
threats across the competition continuum in the 
following ways.

	● Civil Affairs forces “conduct preparation of the 
environment, support to unconventional warfare, 
foreign internal defense, and civil network 
development and engagement across the 
competition continuum”;

	● Psychological Operations forces “conduct 
Military Information Support Operations (MISO) in 
permissive, uncertain, and hostile environments 
to change the behavior of foreign audiences—
both friendly and adversarial—in support of US 
objectives”; and

	● Special Forces “discretely shapes the operating 
environment in both peace and complex 
uncertainty,” with two primary missions of 
unconventional warfare and foreign internal 
defense.60

These three elements comprise a comprehensive 
intelligence picture and can support the Joint 
Force’s creation and execution of plans to counter 
Chinese, Russian, and other adversaries’ gray-zone 
activities in key regions.

IV. At the Cutting Edge of Capability 
Development and Employment
USSOF is creative about harnessing and 
experimenting with emerging technology and 
capabilities. USSOCOM “continues to serve as a 
pathfinder” for integrating data-driven technologies, 
such as artificial intelligence and machine learning, 
into the Joint Force by serving as early adopters 
of new technology.61 USSOF have a proven track 
record of engaging with the US defense-industrial 
base and testing novel capabilities in combat 
effectively. Such experimentation is valuable as 
emerging technology enables the Joint Force 
to compete with an increasingly technologically 
advanced China. USSOF is adept at proactively 
identifying promising early technology from the 

60	 “A Vision for 2021 and Beyond.”
61	 Maier and Fenton, “Statement for the Record.”
62	 “Industry,” SOFWERX, last visited February 17, 2024, https://sofwerx.org/industry.
63	 Jonathan Schroden, “How Can Special Operations Forces Contribute to Strategic Competition?” Center for Naval Analyses, June 2, 2023, 

https://www.cna.org/our-media/indepth/2023/06/how-can-special-operations-forces-contribute-to-interstate-competition.
64	 Leo Blanken, Philip Swintek, and Justin Davis, “Special Operations as an Innovation Laboratory,” War on the Rocks, February 25, 2020, https://

warontherocks.com/2020/02/special-operations-as-an-innovation-laboratory/.

private sector and reaching out to companies to 
adapt technology to suit the forces’ needs. 

Due to USSOF’s smaller size, proactivity, and 
service-like acquisition authorities, it is often able 
to acquire technology more rapidly than other parts 
of the DOD. USSOF’s external innovation unit, 
SOFWERX, collaborates with various nontraditional 
participants in the defense innovation ecosystem 
through events and Small Business Innovation 
Research programs (SBIRs), rapidly enhancing the 
equipment and capabilities of special operators.62 
SOFWERX, in turn, became the beta model and 
launch point for all the subsequent “WERX” across 
the services, such as AFWERX, SPACEWERX, etc. 
From transmitting and seeing in dark tunnels to 
flying unmanned aerial vehicles in denied airspace, 
USSOF often serves as a technological testbed 
for capabilities that have utility across the Joint 
Force and, in many cases, advances capabilities to 
ensure battlefield superiority. USSOF is a leader 
in identifying, testing, fielding, and evolving new, 
cutting-edge technologies across the Department 
of Defense and the IC. Appropriately resourced, 
USSOF can continue to advance innovation 
adoption for the Joint Force at a time when doing so 
is essential for strategic competition.

USSOF is a particularly impressive model for 
innovation because it can “turn the crank of force 
design, force development, and force employment 
faster than any other part of DoD,” which “lend[s] 
it an inherent advantage in generating innovative 
capabilities.”63 Able to rapidly develop, test, and 
implement emerging technologies at earlier points 
of relevance, USSOF tends to live at the cutting 
edge of defense innovation. For example, the Global 
Positioning System (GPS) was largely untested in 
combat until Operation Desert Storm, during which 
special operations forces used GPS to conduct 
special reconnaissance deep in enemy territory. 
USSOF informed GPS techniques and equipment for 
the entire Joint Force.64 This form of combat testing 
can help the larger military identify, transition, and 
adopt promising technologies for future conflicts.
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This report has established the invaluable role that 
USSOF can and does play in enabling the United 
States to achieve its strategic objectives, including 
adapting to and outpacing China, the pacing threat. 
USSOF should be harnessed more effectively by 
the US policymaking community and the DOD 
to help achieve US strategic-competition goals. 
USSOF is uniquely able to operate in early phases 
of the competition continuum (prior to conflict) and 
in austere locations, while using specialized tools 
and methods that the rest of the Joint Force cannot. 
Specifically, USSOF can help realize US deterrence 
goals without the need for escalation to conflict, 
and can provide the Joint Force with preconditioned 
advantages if crisis erupts.

Looking forward, as the whole Joint Force adapts to 
meet an era of strategic competition, USSOF must 
also continue to evolve. USSOF should consider the 
following recommendations to ensure it can best 
support US goals in strategic competition.

Revamping USSOF’s Mindset for 
Strategic Competition
First, USSOF must continue to adapt its competitive 
mindset to play a larger role in strategic competition. 
In addition to the important role it plays in direct 
action, USSOF should expand its disruptive non-
kinetic activities and irregular-warfare concepts 
with the goal of chipping away at US adversaries’ 
diplomatic, economic, and military strength. Those 
who weave USSOF capabilities into regional 
and global campaign plans should consider the 
significant utility of SOF’s indirect action. China and 
Russia pose vastly different challenges from VEOs, 
with which USSOF became well-acquainted over the 
past two decades. Near-peer competitors deploy 
sophisticated military, intelligence, diplomatic, and 
economic capabilities to secure their interests, 
and strategic competition thus creates a threat 
environment that is quantitatively and qualitatively 

65	 In this sense, the DOD will support and enable other interagency partners, like the Department of State, in achieving their goals across the 
spectrum of competition, rather than remaining in pole position as the lead entity of an operation. See: Cartwright, et al., Operationalizing 
Integrated Deterrence.

distinct from the GWOT. Direct action—such as 
countering VEOs—will continue to be a task for 
USSOF, enabling the rest of the DOD to focus 
on other strategic priorities. However, as USSOF 
recommends to decision-makers how best to 
harness its capabilities, it should emphasize its in-
depth understanding of complex problems, rather 
than a predisposition for immediate action. 

Second, it is important that USSOF—and the Joint 
Force at large—recognize that the US military 
should most often play a “supporting,” rather than 
“supported,” role in conducting foreign affairs, in 
support of the State Department as lead.65 This 
necessitates flexibility and adaptability, which 
USSOF showcases with its ability to quickly plug 
into new contexts and work with interagency 
counterparts and country teams. However, even 
then, much of today’s existing USSOF-interagency 
cooperation is built around the GWOT era, during 
which non-military instruments of power primarily 
supported USSOF-led operations (rather than the 
other way around) and partnerships were based 
largely around information sharing. USSOF’s role 
as a supporting entity will be most evident below 
the threshold of conflict, where non-DOD levers 
of power are often better suited than the military 
arsenal. USSOF must be empowered to play a 
supporting role by policymakers, who should 
see USSOF as playing a proactive—rather than 
reactive—role in the management of competition, 
employed preemptively to avoid escalation, rather 
than as a last resort when nothing else works.

Third, this shift in USSOF’s role must be similarly 
reflected in its alliances and partnerships. While 
USSOF fosters partner-nation resilience against 
Russia and China through foreign internal defense 
(FID), there is more it could do. For example, USSOF 
could expand its support for implementing the 
Global Fragility Act with focus countries, applying 
those principles in partnership with Taiwan and 

What’s Next? Enhancing USSOF 
in the 2020s and Beyond
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European nations to further develop their reserve 
force capabilities and whole-of-society resilience, 
both of which would be crucial to inhibit China 
from taking over Taiwan or respond to a potential 
Russian invasion.66 Policymakers should consider 
revising legislation such as the foreign security 
force capacity-building authority in Section 333 
to support USSOF’s evolving role in strategic 
competition and stabilization activities.67

Finally, as USSOF evolves its actions and attitudes 
toward strategic competition, it will face hurdles in 
overcoming orthodox DOD culture, bureaucratic 
morass, budget constraints, and recruitment and 
retention issues, including as other services request 
billets back.68 The office of ASD(SO/LIC) offers an 
important voice for USSOF in Washington, DC, 

66	 Jason Gambill and Christopher S. Pinkerton, “Resilience and Resistance: A NATO Model for Taiwan,” Naval Postgraduate School, December 
2021, https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/trecms/pdf/AD1164916.pdf.

67	 10 U.S. Code § 333—Foreign Security Forces: Authority to Build Capacity, https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/10/333; Crombe, et al., 
“Integrating Deterrence Across the Gray—Making it More than Words.” 

68	 Beth J. Asch, et al., “Assessing Retention and Special and Incentive Pays for Army and Navy Commissioned Officers in the Special Operation 
Forces,” RAND, 2019, https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR1700/RR1796/RAND_RR1796.pdf.

69	 It should be noted that China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea all use proxy elements to achieve their objectives, some of which may include 
terrorist organizations or other nefarious elements that USSOF is equipped to address.

to help USSOCOM navigate and advocate for its 
mission requirements within the Pentagon and 
wider interagency.

“Walk and Chew Gum at the  
Same Time”
Operating in an era of strategic competition does 
not mean that threats prioritized during GWOT have 
disappeared—USSOF must be able to manage its 
more traditional tasks and its coordinating authority 
for countering VEO and WMD operations while 
executing its new ones.69

USSOF partially does this through its activities 
across seven geographic combatant commands; 
thus, globally synchronizing Joint Force planning 

East-coast based U.S. Naval Special Warfare Operators (SEALs) conduct visit, board, search and seizure training with Allied 
Special Operations Forces near Athens, Greece. Credit: DVIDS - U.S. Navy photo by Mass Communication Specialist 1st 
Class Bill Carlisle.
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is key to fully recognizing and enabling the value 
of special operations. USSOF can compete with 
both China and Russia in traditional and less-
traditional theaters. For example, USSOF’s pre-
conflict capabilities can and should be employed 
more extensively in China’s near abroad—the 
Indo-Pacific—through maritime and undersea 
operations, sensitive activities, and partnership 
building. At the same time, USSOF can play a central 
role by competing with China and Russia in their 
far-abroads, particularly in US Southern Command 
and US Africa Command, while other parts of the 
Joint Force are focused elsewhere. Both of these 
combatant commands are “deeply immersed in 
peer-competition with China” in ways that have 
direct implications for the United States’ overall 
security posture.70 For example, China’s base in 
Djibouti allows it to project power further abroad 
than it would otherwise be able, and China’s space 
ground station in Argentina enables it to monitor 
US space assets.71 In these two regions, USSOF 
could leverage its OPE, special reconnaissance, 
intelligence capabilities, and partnerships to gain 
competitive advantages over near-peer adversaries. 
Altogether, USSOF’s global footprint enables 
the Joint Force to target and track near-peer 
adversaries globally and coordinate approaches to 
them regionally.

USSOF is challenged to balance both future 
operations, such as campaigning in the information 
and cognitive domains, while also managing 
ongoing threats from VEOs, hostage rescue, and 
proxy wars, which simultaneously place operational 
demands on USSOF. While CT and COIN operations 
may not be as relevant for strategic competition 
today, SOF’s crisis response and CVEO will remain 
key competencies. To fit within this complex and 
taxing operating landscape, USSOF’s mission and 
priorities must be integrated across the DOD, and 
special operations must be viewed as an offering 
falling within each respective service, rather than 
as a separate entity. This need is complicated by 
the reality that USSOF components are distinctive 
across the military, filling disparate roles and viewed 
differently by their parent services.

70	 118th Congress, S. 2587: US Department of Defense Appropriations Bill, 2024, US Senate Committee on Appropriations, July 27, 2023, https://
www.appropriations.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/fy24_defense_report.pdf.

71	 Ibid.
72	 Dean Cheng, Cyber Dragon: Inside China’s Information Warfare and Cyber Operations (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016).
73	 Yasmin Yadjdeh, “New Special Operations Undersea, Surface Vehicles on the Horizon,” National Defense, May 14 2019, https://www.

nationaldefensemagazine.org/articles/2019/5/14/special-report-new-special-operations-undersea-surface-vehicles-on-the-horizon.

Applying SOF’s Strengths in  
New Ways
USSOF must play to its strengths, applying its 
operational approaches from the GWOT to new 
problem sets in the context of strategic competition. 
This includes operating in new domains, applying 
and accelerating emerging technologies, and 
building upon core activities that were de-prioritized 
over the past two decades. USSOF excels at 
operating in denied and niche environments. For 
instance, USSOF is uniquely trained to operate in 
underground tunnels and facilities, which otherwise 
pose a threat to situational awareness and target 
execution. The salience of this environment is 
illustrated by the current conflict in Gaza, where 
underground tunnels serve as a strategic vantage 
point for Hamas and complicate Israeli operations 
and US efforts to rescue US hostages held by 
terrorists. The ability to operate underground is just 
one example of how USSOF can fill an operational 
gap for the US military, as USSOF is the only 
component that has the highly specialized tactics, 
techniques, and procedures (TTPs) for operating in 
those environments. 

How can SOF’s strengths be applied in new 
ways? First, USSOF’s ability to quickly adapt to 
new environments could be further leveraged 
in strategic competition. For example, USSOF 
should enhance its capabilities in cyber, space, 
and undersea warfare—all with a foundation of 
flexible doctrine and tactical innovations—in order 
to compete with China’s approach to “informatized 
warfare” and its rapid technology development.72 
Additionally, WARCOM (the naval component of 
USSOCOM) is undergoing a modernization effort in 
two key underwater systems—namely the shallow-
water combat submersible and the dry-combat 
submersible, which are both critical to moving 
SEALS through oceans. These modernizations 
provide enhanced situational awareness to 
operators, improved range, increased payload, 
better speed and loitering time, and a modernized 
command-and-control architecture—all of which will 
enable USSOF to leverage undersea capabilities for 
strategic competition.73 
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Another example exists in the Arctic, where 
MARSOC is uniquely positioned to operate 
in extreme weather conditions and address 
burgeoning security challenges that continue to 
arise as polar ice melts. However, to effectively 
operate there, MARSOC’s Civil Affairs expertise 
must be bolstered to fully enhance its role in 
support of Arctic security.74 USAF SOF trains in 
Alaska and with European Arctic countries to 
support extreme weather operations like search 
and rescue. As Chinese and Russian activity 
and presence above the Arctic Circle increase—
including under the auspices of science, energy, and 
environmental missions—USSOF intelligence and 
access will be invaluable.75 

Second, USSOF’s Civil Affairs and PSYOPs 
components require further attention to be fully 
harnessed in strategic competition. Civil Affairs is 
a tightly stretched, low-density function, with just 
one brigade of USSOF Civil Affairs force structure in 
the entire military. That brigade houses capabilities 
such as economic analysis, special collections, 
observations and advanced intelligence gathering, 
penetrations of transnational criminal organizations 
(TCO), training and cultural immersion, and 
placement and access into adversarial commercial 
and government networks. If resourced effectively, 
Civil Affairs can take on more tasks, such as building 
civil-military reconnaissance in politically sensitive 
areas, helping legitimize local governing powers in 
contested regions, or helping respond to natural 
disasters and humanitarian crises (which will only 
become more prevalent with climate change). 
Additionally, MARSOC’s Civil Affairs strength is in its 
language and cultural skills. For instance, MARSOC 
has been very active in the Philippines for many 
years, and the expanded partnership between the 
United States and the Philippines is evidence of this 
investment paying off.76 Such Civil Affairs activities 
are worth increased investment, particularly with 
key partners in the Indo-Pacific. 

74	 Kevin Bilms, “Solving for the Mission Element of Maritime Campaigning,” Irregular Warfare Initiative, September 14, 2023, https://irregularwarfare.
org/articles/solving-for-the-missing-element-of-maritime-campaigning/.

75	 Maria Rehman, “Changing Contours of Arctic Politics and the Prospects for Cooperation Between Russia and China,” Arctic Institute, August 
23, 2022, https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/changing-contours-arctic-politics-prospects-cooperation-russia-china/; Thomas Nilsen, “Russia 
Plans Svalbard Science Complex in Cooperation with ‘Friendly States,’” Barents Observer, June 12, 2023, https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/
arctic/2023/06/russia-plans-svalbard-science-complex-cooperation-friendly-states. 

76	 “Strengthening Alliances: US Marines Return to the Philippines for MASA 23,” US Marine Corps, July 7, 2023, https://www.marines.mil/News/
News-Display/Article/3451479/strengthening-alliances-us-marines-return-to-the-philippines-for-masa-23/.

77	 Alex MacCalman, et al., “The Hyper-Enabled Operator,” Small Wars Journal, June 6, 2019, https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/hyper-enabled-
operator.

78	 Ibid.
79	 Maier and Fenton, “Statement for the Record.”

Finally, the technological and cognitive performance 
solutions required for USSOF’s—and the Joint 
Force’s—success will continue to evolve in response 
to the growing arsenals of US adversaries like China. 
On today’s battlefield, USSOF will need to achieve 
cognitive overmatch—the “ability to dominate 
the situation by making informed decisions faster 
than the opponent”—which can be dramatically 
enhanced with the aid of advanced technologies like 
artificial intelligence.77 The hyper-enabled operator 
of the future must be “empowered by technologies 
that enhance the operator’s cognition at the edge 
by increasing situational awareness, reducing 
cognitive load, and accelerating decision making.”78 
As such, special operators will need to operate 
with the support of an interconnected network of 
sensors, a robust communications architecture, and 
human-machine interfaces. Through its Preservation 
of the Force and Family (POTFF) program, USSOF 
has placed increased attention on cognitive 
performance and brain health, which it sees as 
necessary “to operate in an increasingly complex, 
information-rich environment.” These investments 
have led to demonstrated improvements in “self-
regulation, cognitive processing speed, and 
sustained attention” for participants. At the same 
time, USSOF has partnered with DOD Health Affairs 
to improve its traumatic brain injury (TBI)-prevention 
efforts. Investing in the cognitive domain is critical to 
ensure special operators are well-prepared for, and 
avoid accepting undue risk in, a complex operating 
environment.79

Knowing What Success Looks Like
One of USSOF’s biggest challenges in a 
transforming security environment is constructing 
its identity in 2024 and beyond. This requires 
USSOF and DOD leadership to ask and respond to 
ambitious questions regarding the requirements of 
future warfare and the role of USSOF.
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Who is the special operator in 2024  
and beyond? 
As USSOF’s role in strategic competition evolves, 
so does the face of the special operator. The 
special operator of 2024 may be a cyber operator 
gaining virtual placement and access, rather than 
the Hollywood depiction of the frontline operator 
deployed in the kinetic, physical battle. The SOF 
operator who is culturally immersed in a region or 
area that holds strategic value plays a key role in 
enabling US activities and intelligence. So do the 
SOF experts in space, AI, engineering, or physics 
support operations, who bring invaluable cognitive 
power and technological know-how. Although 
enablers are frequently perceived as secondary to 
operators, their work is often high-end and critical 
to mission success, making them a focal point for 
current investment needs. Additionally, as USSOF 
continues to adapt, gender may play a valuable role 
in military competition, education, negotiations, 
and training. For instance, an all-female special-
operations team (Operational Detachment Alpha,  
or ODA), can engage with women in local 
populations, like Afghanistan, in different and 
valuable ways than an all-male team. Gender 
diversity allows SOF to operate in varied roles, 
opening up new opportunities where gender may 
lead to favorable outcomes. 

How can USSOF measure its own success? 
Landing on clear metrics or conducting a net 
assessment to quantify the success of special 
operations is nearly impossible, as it is difficult to 
measure the effectiveness of preventing something 
from occurring over time. Despite this difficulty, 
USSOF must internally define a clear mission for 
strategic competition and establish a tracking 
mechanism to assess whether it is making progress 
toward its goals. In particular, the DOD should 
place emphasis on developing MISO/influence 
campaigns with measurable criteria that focus on 
output, not just input, to ensure that such activities 
are truly changing behavior and perceptions of the 
target audience. Moreover, USSOF must be able to 
effectively articulate its value and successes to the 
public, Congress, the DOD at large, and the wider 
interagency, while protecting some of its more 
unique contributions that should remain classified. 
For example, while the taglines of “creating 
dilemmas” and “imposing costs” are useful in their 

80	 Eric Robinson, et al., “Strategic Disruption by Special Operations Forces: A Concept for Proactive Campaigning Short of Traditional War,” RAND, 
December 5, 2023, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1794-1.html.

simplicity for describing USSOF, they do not give 
policymakers a clear framework to understand how 
USSOF achieves a desired impact. USSOF could 
instead articulate its success by citing deliberate 
campaigns to disrupt and frustrate an adversary’s 
strategy or operations, with the ultimate goal of 
undermining an adversary’s confidence that its 
military can win decisively. Such an articulation 
could mirror RAND’s 2023 “Strategic Disruption” 
framework for five pillars of disruption (resist, 
support, influence, understand, target), which helps 
communicate the role USSOF plays in achieving 
strategic effects as defined by measurable results.80

How should USSOF prioritize its core activities 
for strategic competition? 
Joint Force decision-makers should consider the 
myriad ways USSOF can increasingly support 
strategic competition and work with ASD SO/LIC 
and USSOCOM to re-prioritize some of USSOF’s 
core activities to match the needs of strategic 
competition. This prioritization could see an 
increased role for USSOF pre-conflict in China and 
Russia’s near-abroad—the Indo-Pacific and Europe—
and a deeper role for USSOF during conflict in 
China and Russia’s far-abroad, such as AFRICOM, 
SOUTHCOM, and other areas of responsibility. 

USSOF cannot establish its own priorities in a 
vacuum—it will prioritize what the Joint Force 
needs. But ASD SO/LIC and USSOCOM can align 
to effectively communicate their vision for SOF’s 
role in strategic competition within the Pentagon. 
This will likely include identifying where USSOF is 
insufficiently prepared for strategic competition and 
developing methodologies to test and measure the 
performance of various activities in the context of 
competing with China and Russia. 

USSOF could instead articulate 
its success by citing deliberate 
campaigns to disrupt and frustrate an 
adversary’s strategy or operations, 
with the ultimate goal of undermining 
an adversary’s confidence that its 
military can win decisively.
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As discussed, rebalancing to strategic competition 
must be done in balance—crisis response (CR) will 
remain a top priority for USSOF, in which countering 
VEOs remains key as they frequently cause crises 
that require response. CT and COIN missions have 
value, and USSOF’s ability to counter VEOs allows 
the broader force to stay focused on near-peer 
competitors. With that being said, USSOF should 
outwardly view its CT, COIN, counternarcotic (CN), 
and partner capacity-building activities in a new 
light, as contributing factors to competition by 
maintaining influence and trust with partners. 

USSOF should also preemptively invest in Civil 
Affairs, MISO, and intelligence, which are actively 
engaged prior to conflict. A good example of 
USSOF’s leadership approach within the Pentagon 
is its centralization and special interest-item 
designation of MISO funding, which demonstrates 
congressional and civilian leadership exercising 
oversight, control, and authority over the military.81 
The role of ASD(SO/LIC) in advocating for and 
prioritizing MISO efforts is important to ensure this 
function remains funded. 

How can USSOF and the services find new 
opportunities for better integration? 
USSOF and the US military services need to better 
integrate, understanding how they can work 
together to achieve missions. Part of this requires 
the Pentagon at large and military services to better 
understand what USSOF looks like today and the 
different missions and roles it can play. It is the 
authors’ hope that this report helps elucidate this 
for decision-makers. In addition, USSOF and the 
military services can improve their communication 
to further understand the presence and activities 
that USSOF conducts in regions pre-conflict. 
USSOF’s placement and access can be a significant 
advantage from an intelligence perspective, but 
too often US military operations globally are not 
synchronized as part of global campaign plans. 
Missions conducted by USSOF in one Combatant 
Command’s area of responsibility could have utility 
and reinforce the goals of another. Improving 
awareness to support more synchronized global 
campaign planning would help USSOF to be better 
harnessed for strategic competition. For example, 
a SOF team present in USAFRICOM may be able 

81	 Senate Appropriates Committee for the 118th Congress, Department of Defense Appropriates Bill FY24 report to Accompany S. 2587, July 27, 
2023, https://www.appropriations.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/fy24_defense_report.pdf. 

82	 Whitney M. McNamara, et al., Atlantic Council Commission on Defense Innovation Adoption: Final Report, Atlantic Council, January 16, 2024, 
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/atlantic-council-commission-on-defense-innovation-adoption/. 

to conduct one or two additional tasks as part of 
an existing mission, which could help support or 
supply information to another Combatant Command 
or interagency partner to support its intelligence 
and missions. In other words, USSOF teams can 
support linkages between geographic combatant 
commands, wherein strategic competition spans 
geographic seams. 

How can USSOF and defense-industrial base 
relations be enhanced? 
Given the strength of USSOF as a leader in 
innovation and experimentation, there are 
opportunities to improve collaboration between 
USSOF and the leading edge of the US defense-
industrial ecosystem. USSOF can often identify 
new innovations from nontraditional partners for 
the DOD with more agility than the department 
at large. However, given the specialized nature 
of USSOF, the traditional defense-industrial base 
and newer defense entrants must continue to 
consider partnering with the special-operations 
community at a much smaller scale than they might 
for other parts of the military services. SOFWERX 
has a good model for engaging with the defense-
industrial base, but as the DOD strives to work 
with newer entrants into the defense market, 
including technology companies that do not 
have large contracting teams, SOFWERX must 
continue to find new ways to reach out to the 
private sector and inform it of its operational needs. 
The Atlantic Council’s Commission on Innovation 
Adoption provides a range of recommendations 
for improving the DOD’s process of absorbing 
innovative technology from the leading edge of the 
private sector.82 Continuing to cultivate a culture 
of operational experimentation and incentivizing 
and rewarding private-sector engagement will help 
USSOF remain an effective testing ground for new 
capabilities in support of USSOF’s mission success.

How can USSOF continue to effectively 
cooperate with its allied counterparts? 
Similarly critical is the need to communicate to 
US allies and partners where USSOF is today 
and where it plans to go in terms of future areas 
of focus, investments, and adaptations. In some 
cases, US allies and partners are steps ahead in 
realizing the critical role that their special-operations 
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forces play in strategic competition—US decision-
makers should take lessons from this. In Latvia, 
Lithuania, and Estonia, for example, the special 
forces are considered and understood to be a 
priority capability, as SOF allow the geographically 
small Baltic countries to do more in relation to their 
deterrence and defense against Russia with fewer 
troops. Norway, for its part, is a leader in developing 
close coordination between the Norwegian SOF, 
NATO SOF Headquarters, and the international SOF 
liaison division at USSOCOM.83 The UK, which has 
some of the oldest and most entrenched special 
forces in the world, has recognized that the nature 
of strategic competition necessitates investing in 
small, specialized teams that can operate globally, 
maintaining concurrent points of presence and 
access while also countering state disinformation 
campaigns, disrupting terrorist groups, protecting 
military deployments overseas, and countering 
adversaries’ cyber capabilities in the virtual 
domain.84 To learn from allied special-operations 
forces and integrate with them, the United States 

83	 “Comprehensive State Defence,” Latvian Ministry of Defence, last visited January 12, 2024, https://www.mod.gov.lv/en/nozares-politika/
comprehensive-state-defence; Tess deBlanc-Knowles, “Creation of a Norwegian SOCOM: Challenges and Opportunities,” Global SOF 
Foundation, October 6, 2015, https://gsof.org/creation-of-a-norwegian-socom-challenges-and-opportunities/.

84	 “Defence Command Paper 2023: Defence’s Response to a More Contested and Volatile World,” UK Ministry of Defence, July 2023, https://
assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/64b55dd30ea2cb000d15e3fe/Defence_Command_Paper_2023_Defence_s_response_to_a_more_
contested_and_volatile_world.pdf.

must continue to align with them on shared priorities 
and seek opportunities for multilateral operations.

Picture this
As we consider USSOF’s role over the last twenty 
years, it is helpful to see the interconnected parts 
that collectively comprise its unparalleled capability, 
which takes highly specialized selection, training, 
and resourcing to remain agile, innovative, and 
exceptional. 

These mission areas are inextricably linked, 
requiring USSOF to constantly evolve and improve 
in an agile and efficient way by shifting resources 
as the threat environment changes. In the past 
twenty years, Bubble 1 has been the largest USSOF 
role, as that is what the United States has needed. 
But it has come at a cost to the rest of the bubbles 
(particularly Bubbles 2 and 4). As the Office of Cost 
Assessment and Program Evaluation (CAPE) and 
congressional discussions around budgets ensue, 
discussions should not focus on saving money by 

Figure 1  |  USSOF’s four major tasks

1. Counter-terrorism 
(CT)/countering 
violent extremist 

organizations (CVEO) 

4. Competition 
with near-peers

2. Conflict 3. Crisis  
response
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shaving forces historically associated with Bubble 
1. Rather, budget discussions should be oriented 
around how to repurpose and refocus SOF as 
a dynamic, nimble, and culturally focused force 
against new priorities the United States faces. Just 
as SOF was refocused on CT and CVEO after 9/11, 
it is time to refocus USSOF on its other bubbles 
without overemphasizing one bubble at the cost of 
the others. 

In addition to a continued need for predicting, 
assessing, and providing the indications and 
warning and response capability for VEOs around 
the world, there are other things USSOF must 
continue to do. 

	● USSOF should continue to build influence and 
capability with allies and partners, because this 
cannot be surged.

	● USSOF should be placed physically or virtually 
forward to understand adversary activities and 
create options to affect them below the level of 
armed conflict.

	● USSOF should prepare the environment for 
major combat operations; this cannot be surged.

85	 See recent Iranian activity in the Gulf of Oman, where Iran operates through its main terror proxies, the Houthis in Yemen. For more information, 
see: Vivian Nereim and Shuaib Alomosawa, “Amid Gaza War and Red Sea Attacks, Yemen’s Houthis Refuse to Back Down,” New York Times, 
December 20, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/20/world/middleeast/israel-hamas-war-yemen-houthis.html.

Much of state-actor and near-peer activity 
will be expressed through surrogates and 
proxies. Surrogate and proxy activity is not deterred 
only by conventional activity of aircraft carriers 
or fighter squadrons.85 Rather, deterrence can be 
supported by USSOF that can create asymmetric 
effects and provide policymakers options up and 
down the escalatory ladder. 

Finally, the policy community must understand how 
these bubbles converge, and find ways that the 
United States can gain advantages and mitigate 
risks in certain areas by taking advantage of the 
work in other areas. For example, USSOF must 
continue its CT/VEO work, as VEOs are likely 
to cause regional crises. Maintaining a robust 
crisis-response capability helps mitigate the risk 
of strategic distraction as it pertains to strategic 
competition, allowing other areas of the DOD and 
the interagency to focus on mitigating risks from 
Russia and China. 
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Conventional force is a blunt instrument—USSOF 
can be dialed up or down and tailored in response to 
competition and aggression. Looking to USSOF as 
the last resort or finish force diminishes the critical 
and unique role that USSOF plays prior to conflict, 
shaping competition and supporting deterrence. 
USSOF should continue to adapt its approach to 
meet the demands of strategic competition, all while 
maintaining its ability to meticulously train a cadre 
of specialized professionals who can undermine the 

malign influence and operations of China, Russia, 
and other adversaries globally. USSOF offers an 
unparalleled return on investment—if the national 
security community fails to empower and resource 
special-operations forces in strategic competition, 
it misses a significant opportunity and leaves 
operational gaps that play right into the goals of 
strategic competitors China and Russia. 

Conclusion

Members of the U.S. Naval Special Warfare Operators and Australian Defence Force conduct training with their Armed 
Forces of the Philippines counterparts during Exercise Balikatan 2019 (BK19). Credit: DVIDS - U.S. Navy photo by Mass 
Communication Specialist 1st Class Eric Chan.
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