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An Emergence of Space, Cyberspace, and 
Special Operations Forces Synthesis

Innovating through Cunning Domain Disruption

BEN ZWEIBELSON

The increasing complexity of  twenty-first century conflict necessitates a for-
mal integration of  space, special operations forces (SOF), and cyber capabili-
ties within DOW operations. While leveraging space and cyber domains for 
military advantage is not new, recent advancements and their intersection 
with SOF demand a reassessment of  existing doctrine. Current joint and mul-
tidomain constructs remain terrestrially focused and thus ill-equipped to ad-
dress the unique challenges of  these rapidly evolving domains. Two compet-
ing models—nexus and triad—offer potential frameworks for space-special 
forces-cyberspace integration, emphasizing experimentation, improvisation, 
and innovation. This article explores these models, analyzing their potential 
and addressing the challenges of  integrating the three capabilities into a cohe-
sive and effective strategic vision.

In Sydney, Australia, a rogue actor using two 3D-printed automatic pistols 
opens fire in a crowded supermarket, killing and wounding multiple civilians. 
Captured by law enforcement, he admits that he was paid to do the job through 
an online, anonymous, and public task platform where he was wired money in 
advance and sent the software to print out the illegal weapons. He is the fourth 
individual paid online through cryptocurrency to perform these violent terror 
activities. Cybersecurity experts trace the blockchain transaction back to Somalia, 
where another individual is publicly posting requests for funding terror attacks 
against the Australian government and providing the finances and resources 
while spoofing their origins. The Australian Defence Force attempts to coordi-
nate with American special operations forces and US Africa Command to find 
ways to target the financier, who uses multiple counter-cyber defenses and ap-
pears to be working with local warlords and potentially some Iranian-backed 
surrogate forces. The individual is also linked to similar actions in Tel Aviv, 
Toronto, and Stockholm. He also seems to be using commercial satellite pro-
vided internet service from remote locations in Somalia.

Dr. Ben Zweibelson, director of  US Space Command’s Strategic Innovation Group, is the author most recently of  Bad 
War Stories (Helion, 2026).
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The above fictitious vignette is drawn from multiple real-world incidents, 
demonstrating that these sorts of complex, multidomain, and global activities 
are becoming prolific and the preferred means of adversaries to thwart military 
and security instruments of state power. Traditionally, joint force doctrine and 
combatant command (CCMD) campaigning methodologies were originally de-
signed for earlier and clearly defined, collaborative actions in largely adjacent 
domains and specific, isolatable geographies. Cyberspace, the space domain, 
and emerging advanced technology are distorting what used to be a flat series 
of surfaces with conflict—air, land, and sea—into a tangled Möbius strip or one-
sided infinite loop, where military action now must be orchestrated and man-
aged around the globe through space and cyberspace, obliterating earlier orga-
nizational boundaries and clarified authorities.1

The US military simply is chasing new threats in outdated ways, justifying these 
activities by citing obsolete doctrine and methodological practices that need sig-
nificant revision and reform. Indeed, the nation may be entering a new security 
period where space, cyber, and special military capabilities require a novel and 
cunning framework to operate, violating earlier doctrinal norms and behaviors.

Special operations forces (SOF) and activities, and military forces utilizing the 
space domain and cyberspace, all contribute to the expansion in complexity, 
scale, and scope of conflict over the last two decades. While space and cyber ac-
tivities reach back into the twentieth century—and SOF even earlier—the last 20 
years have witnessed the metastasis of unique and game-changing developments. 
Although space and cyber domains require significant technological, informa-
tional, and resource investments to produce mature military effects within them, 
the intersection of space, SOF, and cyber (SSC) is not a recent phenomenon. The 
First Gulf War was the first example of space being used extensively by one com-
batant in a war while Russia’s recent 2022 escalation of its war in Ukraine pres-
ents the first demonstration of cyberattacks on space assets as part of a military 
campaign.2 The 2025 Israeli and American strategic strikes on Iran demonstrate 
a sophisticated combination of advanced technology, deception, intelligence 
gathering, and kinetic actions requiring space and cyber capabilities.

A New Theory for Solving New Problems

The opening scenario represents the tip of the iceberg for complex, multido-
main, amorphous security challenges that will only increase in frequency and so-
phistication. In every possible area of friction or institutional ambiguity on 
authorities/policies/campaigning, adversaries will pressure the hinges and exploit 
the seams. Asymmetric advantages offered by emerging technologies, particularly 

1. Ben Zweibelson, “Breaking the Newtonian Fetish: Conceptualizing War Differently for a Changing 
World,” Journal of Advanced Military Studies 15, no. 1 (2024).

2. Eytan Tepper et al., “The Sixth Warfighting Domain?: Governing the Space-Cyber Nexus,” Georgia 
Law Review 59, no. 1 (2024).
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those in space and cyber configurations, appear to expand security challenges 
without offering significant confinement mitigation back to a single domain or 
geographically fixed location. This is both good and bad—the Department of War 
along with allies and partners can exploit new technological advantages while 
also repairing and patching previous vulnerabilities.

Adversaries can use many of the same new innovations, given that many are 
either dual-purpose or available commercially and publicly. While the tech is 
rapidly changing and disrupting the legacy world order, US military decision-
making methodologies—including campaigning, existing joint force policy and 
organizational mandates, and collective, institutionalized best practices for 
warfighting—are increasingly serving as a reminder of how yesterday seems 
easier as tomorrow becomes more chaotic.

Collectively, the services may now realize that the ways in which the military 
currently constructs geographically bounded CCMD campaign planning and 
manages cross-domain and cross-CCMD coordination are outdated, if not pos-
sibly obsolete, except in special circumstances. This suggests that—given recent 
expansions in technology, exquisite military capabilities, complex operational 
effects, and the rapid growth of cyberspace and the space domain—the military 
needs to reform joint force campaigning methodologies. To do so, it must for-
mally define some SSC configuration and integrate it across DOW security activi-
ties. This must be done through serious institutional debate, design thinking, 
prototyping, and then adapting to scale new concepts across the Department.

Such reform requires new thinking on global and celestial military integration 
that potentially exceeds existing institutionalized practices, theory, and doctrine. 
This declaration contradicts those that advocate SSC as merely joint operations—
which until a decade ago, may have made sense. Yet the maturation of technol-
ogy and human activity by, through, and in space and cyberspace using the 
unique authorities, skills, and cunning innovation of SOF requires the military 
profession to reconceptualize multidomain warfare. The joint concept that took 
hold in the twentieth century, primarily within a specific air-land-sea domain 
mindset, remains terrestrially oriented and cast within conventional, high-
intensity state-on-state warfare.3 The earlier order and stability of conventional 
conflict is giving way to new configurations of competition, organized violence, 
deception, and sensitive activities. These emerging configurations capitalize on 
cyberspace and the space domain where many of the terrestrial and physical do-
main qualities are transformed, inverted, or rendered irrelevant.

The SSC configuration continues to develop, requiring new understanding 
and novel terms, language, models, and methodologies to replace earlier con-
structs that appear limited or insufficient. Furthermore, the rapid and techno-
logical expansion in cyberspace and the space domain suggests the need for 

3. Ben Zweibelson, Reconceptualizing the Space Domain Beyond Historic Perspectives of Warfare, Schriever 
Paper no. 1 (Air University Press, 2023).
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certain reform of traditional concepts, doctrines, and practices. As of 2026, 
while there are significant tactical and technological examples that support 
such an assertion, there is little above these levels of organization and no clear 
strategic vision on what SSC should become doctrinally, in terms of new policy 
and authorities, and in long-term organizational transformation. The military 
profession is boldly executing SSC exquisite missions and operations that yield 
short-term, often significant localized or regional effects, but to date, its digital 
left hands are not synchronized with its space right hands at higher strategic 
and organizational levels necessary for long-term security goal realization.

Background

Nexus and Triad Models

Although the terms nexus or triad in the SSC context are not new, many across 
the DOW enterprise remain unaware or misinformed of their meaning, intended 
purpose, or relevance to broader security responsibilities and tasks. The two are 
competing, complementary, and at times overlapping terms that currently lack joint 
doctrinal coherence or consistency; however, the concepts are evolving and show 
promise in long-term organizational transformation for the War Department.

Nexus and triad are both models, not theories or methodologies—an impor-
tant distinction. This illuminates a core tension in how the Department strug-
gles with nexus, triad, and existing joint force campaign planning methods.4 
Theories swap out various models to better explain how they enable method-
ologies and processes to work in reality. Sometimes an insufficient model is jet-
tisoned for a better one, while alternatively an inferior theory is retired while 
the effective model is passed onto the successor. For example, John Boyd’s 
orient-observe-decide-act (OODA) loop, used in existing decision-making 
methodologies such as the Joint Planning Process and the Marine Corps’ Plan-
ning Process, is a model stemming from theories on thermodynamics, cyber-
netics, evolutionary biology, and game theory as well as underutilized military 
theories such as those of Sun Tzu. In such methodologies, the OODA loop may 
be substituted for other models such as center of gravity.5

Debate across the military profession to foster greater collective understand-
ing of how SSC presents novel and disruptive advantages in warfighting must 
be encouraged. Perhaps both the nexus and triad models are necessary in dif-
ferent contexts and applications. Alternatively, doctrinal reform may be like the 
parable of the blind men touching and describing the elephant, struggling with 

4. Ben Zweibelson, Beyond the Pale: Designing Military Decision-Making Anew (Air University Press, 
2023), https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/.

5. Zweibelson, Beyond the Pale.

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/AUPress/Display/Article/3496663/beyond-the-pale-designing-military-decision-making-anew/
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terminology and logic. Or a new and needed SSC construct that might only be 
realized with these necessary experimental precursors may emerge. As with the 
OODA loop example, nexus and triad models may be temporary and disposable 
once the War Department gains a deeper understanding of this emerging 
global, multidomain battlespace. For now, they both challenge and disrupt the 
joint force doctrinal status quo.

Space and Cyberspace Domains

Space and cyberspace differ in physical and conceptual ways from the his-
torically dominant terrestrial domains that underpin traditional, geographically 
designated—and hence, combatant command—configurations.6 Space features 
celestial physics and requires an astrographic orientation involving significant 
technological and scientific considerations that break with terrestrial experi-
ences and norms. Cyberspace is a virtual, human-created, and sustained envi-
ronment that also lacks physical space. Yet cyber is entirely dependent upon 
physical domains to function, fusing information, speed, scale, and sociological 
constructs to bypass or otherwise disrupt traditional security activities unfold-
ing in terrestrial domains.

Role of  US Special Operations Command

US Special Operations Command (SOCOM) is the only DOW entity with the 
authorities and capabilities to conduct sensitive, clandestine, and covert activi-
ties through exquisite, high-risk, and special skill missions. SSC places space 
and cyberspace as primary military domains where these specialized military 
activities can be planned, executed, and assessed in ways that exceed earlier 
and legacy constructs for joint forces or multidomain warfare.

Nexus and triad do not automatically qualify for application just due to the 
presence of space, SOF, and cyber constructs in any military context. These 
models are applied to specific security contexts and conditions where a space-
SOF-cyber synthesis of directed exquisite activities produces novel security out-
comes that center on experimentation, improvisation, and innovation. They are 
integrated with overlapping resources, authorities, and capabilities of those in-
cluded in either a triad or nexus modelled confederation of organizations.

One reason why both models exist could link back to earlier defense tensions 
initially addressed with the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act and formal attempts to 
improve the military instrument of US state power through interservice coop-
eration and a streamlined chain of command. Culturally, SOCOM leads the 
War Department in cognitive willingness to improvise, innovate, and experi-
ment. This is part of its organizational bedrock and should not be interpreted 
as a snub to other military forces and organizations who also are creative and 

6. Zweibelson, Reconceptualizing.
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dynamic.7 SOF improvises and perpetually seeks unorthodoxy because, without 
such flexibility, it would otherwise fail at even its routine and low-risk missions.

Cyber and space are newer and still relatively nascent areas of human explo-
ration and familiarity. They are also the more under-governed and harder to 
secure domains, making fertile ground for innovators, heretics, and pirates 
alike.8 The suggested overlaps between space and cyberspace for SOF-like un-
orthodoxy and covert or clandestine activities appear highly compatible, per-
haps beyond traditional configurations of air-land-sea. Both space and cyber-
space were nascent and technologically underdeveloped at that time for 
complex military operations. That a CCMD-centric and a service-centric SSC 
model exist suggests that similar institutional concerns that prompted 
Goldwater-Nichols may still linger.

One additional observation is the centrality and dominance of SOCOM in 
advocating these multidomain and interservice endeavors. Historically, despite 
SOCOM’s small size in comparison with other CCMDs and services, the SOF 
organization habitually is at the lead of myriad innovative activities and rou-
tinely acts as the intellectual thought leader for the War Department while also 
placing SOF identity and purpose central to those efforts. US Cyber Command 
(CYBERCOM) and US Space Command (SPACECOM), along with the new 
Space Force, carry certain cultural issues where domain-specific warfighting 
ethos and mindset are less developed.9 One assumption on why SOCOM often 
leads the War Department and in SSC contexts is that both cyber and space or-
ganizations may relate to the SOF community’s deeper and historically estab-
lished warfighting ethos.

Space-SOF-Cyber Nexus Defined

Nexus represents a combatant-command-centered effort by SOCOM, US 
Strategic Command (STRATCOM), SPACECOM, and CYBERCOM to conduct 
early and integrated planning and coordination within their domains/skills/
responsibilities for the nation. While this article uses the acronym SSC, the 
STRATCOM additional ‘S’ is implied.

In 2025, SOCOM commander General Bryan P. Fenton stated that SOCOM 
was partnering with SPACECOM, CYBERCOM, and STRATCOM “to advance 
the convergence of SOF, space, and cyber effects” in a collaboration he charac-

7. S. Rebecca Zimmerman et al., Movement and Maneuver: Culture and the Competition for Influence 
Among the U.S. Military Services (RAND Corporation, 2019).

8. See Rodolphe Durand and Jean-Philippe Vergne, “No Territory, No Profit: The Pirate Organization 
and Capitalism in the Making,” M@n@gement 15, no. 3 (2012).

9. Paula Thornhill and Charles Galbreath, Should the Space Force Have a Warfighting-Centric Culture? 
(Center for Space Police and Strategy, May 2024).
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terized as a “critical nexus.”10 This partnership pursues such a convergence—
defined as integration and synchronization—so that the CCMDs’ capabilities 
are enhanced beyond any individual CCMD action done independent of the 
nexus construct to achieve multidomain, transregional effects whether in deter-
rence, crisis, or conflict. SOCOM thus seeks to expand beyond single-source, 
single-CCMD capabilities or activities, including historical trends featuring lim-
ited bilateral organizational coordination. The model represents an iterative, 
enduring, collaborative process where individual or isolated activities by a 
nexus member becomes the exception to the norm. Collaboration and tightly 
integrated, interdependent organizations synthesize their skills and resources 
to achieve what could not possibly be done by any one entity in exclusion.

In the nexus model, CCMDs communicate and synchronize from the strategic 
down to the tactical, integrated into campaign plans, other planning and design 
endeavors, targeting processes, and national security priorities. For SOCOM, the 
model manifests prior to most crises or conflicts, occurring in what the military 
defines as phase 0 or the shaping period, where successful military activities can 
influence the strategic environment. Effective phase 0 actions are designed to 
prevent conflict, mitigate anticipated crises, or foster a favorable and unantici-
pated (by opponents) advantage for military conflict. It shifts the traditional air-
land-sea geographic bounding of security activities to a new concentration of 
special operations, cyber, and space activities that are more agnostic of geo-
graphic boundaries, static or hierarchical frameworks, and legacy frameworks 
for slower, increasingly fragile security methods.

Figure 1. The Space-SOF-Cyber Nexus model

10. The Watch Staff, “Space Force Sets up Special Forces Component within SOCOM,” The Watch, 5 
June 2025, https://thewatch-journal.com/.

https://thewatch-journal.com/2025/06/05/space-force-sets-up-special-forces-component-within-socom/
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In SOCOM’s current nexus model, strategic deterrence appears implied as on-
going and successful to permit continued irregular and unconventional warfare 
below the threshold of formal conflict. It uses four organizations arranged meta-
phorically into an overlapping Venn diagram, depicting a multidomain, joint en-
deavor designed to achieve layered strategic effects (fig. 1). Such effects are ac-
complished by synthesizing the nexus—the center of the Venn—to plan and 
conduct activities that create strategic and operational dilemmas for adversaries 
at the SSC intersection. In keeping with phase 0 shaping operations, these activi-
ties often remain below the traditional threshold of conflict, involving sensitive 
activities and other SOF mission sets through the space domain, cyberspace, and 
in coordination with strategic deterrence. Activities may materialize anywhere on 
the globe, yet despite a specific physical location for SOF power projection, they 
are enabled and enhanced by myriad complementary actions by, through, or 
within space and cyber organizations and their respective domains.

The nexus model thus causes inaction through systemic action, where SSC 
activities deny adversaries from achieving their own strategic goals and opera-
tional objectives. Successful SSC activities create new challenges or restrictions 
to an adversary’s own national security interests. This enables phase 0 strategic 
goals where new conditions created by nexus activities establish favorable con-
ditions for the United States, allies, and partners. Due to how SSC manifests in 
multidomain, irregular, and complex patterns that the nexus model facilitates, 
adversary initiatives are weakened. The non-traditional configurations that il-
lustrate nexus action produce confusion, seed doubt, and weaken adversarial 
resolve where it matters most. SOCOM uses the nexus model to ensure US advan-
tage in future conflict, in the event that deterrence fails and the War Department 
must act decisively and win.

SOCOM’s nexus was introduced to address systemic and historic breakdowns 
between combatant commands and the complex strategic relationships between 
them, the services, and other agencies, helping to streamline planning processes 
across relevant CCMDs to generate superior and creative options for senior decision-
makers. The nexus model intends to disrupt traditional DOW planning efforts 
through bypassing or marginalizing certain domain-specific, single-entity cen-
trality, geographic exclusivity, or single-domain oversimplification.

Yet despite these ambitious and dynamic aspirations, SOCOM’s nexus has 
several problems, including enterprise-wide understanding of what it is and 
how it works. For example, there is no shared agreement on priorities or 
weights of efforts for strategies and problem sets articulated by any of the four 
CCMDs. Currently, SOCOM’s preference to work as the CCMD with supporting 
space and cyber organizations may be merely an initial stage in the SSC concept 
progression. Without some shared agreement between CCMDs on priorities, 
desired strategic effects, and resource allocation, efforts to operationalize this 
beyond localized, regional, or tactical activities remain limited. Much of the 
current progress emerges in a “bottom up” grassroots endeavor that again ac-
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cumulates toward the tactical end of the spectrum. Yet, Congress and the mili-
tary clearly provide a powerful “top-down” governance at the executive level for 
joint force integration and this proposed SSC adaptation. Any SSC formaliza-
tion must include clear executive-level direction and guidance.

Nexus is maturing within a small community of SSC professionals. Outside 
this highly technical and exquisite bubble, the broader DOW community is un-
derdeveloped and excluded from the nexus model’s applications. While there 
appears a majority consensus on the nexus utility in tactical and technically 
specific applications, this agreement quickly loses steam when one examines 
DOW-wide, allied, and partnered campaign planning and strategic designs. 
This partly stems from the difficulty in developing SSC expertise, forming and 
sustaining a network of informed, enabled SSC professionals, and filling infor-
mational and training gaps across the enterprise. Although doctrine should oc-
cur last and is the least likely area for military innovation to be located, joint 
staff policy and direction on the nexus model would be a welcome first step in 
enabling complementary education, training, and professionalization across 
the DOW enterprise.

The Space-SOF-Cyber Triad

The triad, formulated in November 2021, is a convergence of the US Army Spe-
cial Operations Command (USASOC), US Army Cyber Command (ARCYBER), and 
the US Army Space and Missile Defense Command (USASMDC).11 While nexus is 
CCMD-centered, the triad model is represented as a triangle with the three military 
entities at each corner. Space is paired with SMDC, SOF with USASOC, and cyber 
with ARCYBER (fig. 2). The model emerged from a service-centric design, given its 
origins within USASOC—itself part of SOCOM—and is another instance of the SOF 
enterprise taking innovative leadership for the broader joint force.12

Triad’s service-centric focus is the first obvious difference to the nexus 
model, with a second clear distinction in the lack of STRATCOM. Triad sug-
gests that ongoing and successful phase 0 activities using SSC will not cause 
strategic disruption nor require additional involvement by strategic command 
representation, which implies certain Goldwater-Nichols ramifications in how 
services interact with other non-service defense organizations such as unified 
combatant commands. STRATCOM is a functional CCMD, meaning it has a 
specific mission set that is not tied to a defined geographic area of responsibil-
ity. It operationalizes this function within the military domains differently than 

11. Brian Hamel, “Reframing the Special Operations Forces-Cyber-Space Triad: Special Operations’ 
Contributions to Space Warfare” (thesis, US Army School of Advanced Military Studies, 2023); and Todd 
Lopez, “Parent Services Integration a Top Priority for Special Operations Components,” US Department of 
War [DOW, website], 2 May 2022, https://www.war.gov/.

12. Hamel, “Reframing”; and also published in Military Review, Space & Missile Defense 2024, March 
2024, https://www.armyupress.army.mil/.

https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3016652/parent-services-integration-a-top-priority-for-special-operations-components/
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/March-2024/Cyber-Space-Triad/
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SSC, although it has clear overlaps and explains how it is part of the nexus 
model with SOCOM.

Triad retains single-service focus with Army organizations arranged across the 
SSC continuum, where STRATCOM’s exclusion may be due to this command-
and-control difference in addition to the phase 0 assumed stabilization for SSC 
activities. USASOC advocates the triad model and uses it to consider how region-
ally aligned, multidomain task forces might conduct operational preparation of 
the environment using available human capital, equipment, organizations, and 
systems to achieve essential and asymmetric security goals.

Figure 2. The Space-SOF-Cyber triad model

Triad as a model continues to develop, as does nexus. Currently, the triad 
value proposition is centered on the Army, where the SSC framework enhances 
the joint force by converging cyber, space, and SOF capabilities transregionally 
across CCMD boundaries. In the triad framework, multiple CCMDs can pursue 
a security threat using the triad regardless of the location, direction, or adapta-
tion of the adversary targeted. Triad differs from traditional joint activities both 
in this global and astro-global (space) mitigation of set geographic boundaries 
between CCMDs and the emphasis on clandestine, covert activities that are 
central to SOF exquisite capabilities and authorities. Such sensitive activities—
which routinely involve special access programs—prioritize space and cyber in-
tegration with enhanced communication, collaboration, specialized knowledge, 
and shared access. This frequently limits the number of personnel with the req-
uisite skills, training, and access to participate in triad endeavors.

Triad and nexus are models generated by different parts of SOCOM under 
distinct organizing logics that appear to fall on either side of the service-
combatant command tension. The rapid technological and experimental expan-
sion of novel and dynamic cyber and space capabilities in the last two decades 
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present SOF with sophisticated and often unconventional abilities to pursue 
security challenges. Such SSC combinations are often ill-suited in traditional—
historical, terrestrial-bounded, conventional-oriented—methodologies, doc-
trines, and models. It remains undetermined whether other CCMDs and the 
joint staff will fully embrace nexus and/or triad, or advance new methodology 
and respective doctrine reform to incorporate SSC into military decision-
making frameworks formally.

Triad and Nexus Integration

Triad and nexus are regularly being integrated across the aforementioned 
CCMDs and participating services, although each appears to resonate in certain 
levels of DOW enterprise based on earlier assumptions about Goldwater-Nichols 
friction points. Currently, each CCMD enables liaison elements to integrate that 
CCMD’s equities into other plans and operations, again with SOCOM enabling 
SOF activities that are dependent on unique space and cyber effects. Yet the 
nexus and triad models do not stipulate that SOCOM must be the supported 
CCMD in any SSC synthesis; CYBERCOM and SPACECOM could be the sup-
ported CCMD in SSC planning and operations. As these models are still nascent 
and experimental, future developments should yield examples of a cyber organi-
zation and a space organization acting as the supported CCMD for various secu-
rity challenges that warrant a nexus or triad model incorporation.

Due to the limited personnel able to access special access programs and 
skilled in SOF capabilities, both SPACECOM and CYBERCOM require special 
operations integration and some pooling of their organic SOF-capable opera-
tors. These issues are centered on task organization matters and human capital 
management and are certainly solvable with sufficient senior leader decision 
and prioritization. The more challenging areas for the DOW enterprise involve 
further refinement, experimentation, and adaptation of nexus and/or triad into 
more mature and strategically nested constructs. Further down the road, new 
professional military education (PME), training, and doctrinal publication revi-
sion is needed to integrate these SSC concepts into formal military practice. 
This burden should be shared between the CCMDs. For example, new SSC edu-
cation curriculums, exercises, wargames, and new doctrine should be collec-
tively designed by SOCOM, CYBERCOM, and SPACECOM instead of emerging 
out of a single service.13

Within the above areas where SSC integration currently occurs, multiple ex-
isting issues persist across the War Department with respect to how various 
strategic and operational means are applied toward achieving security goals. 
Five major issues represent the immediate and organizationally significant 

13. See, for example, US Space Command’s “Space-SOF-Cyber Innovation Course,” NSSI Public Cen-
ter, 2025, https://nssi.spaceforce.mil/.

https://nssi.spaceforce.mil/?directlink&nav-home/courses/allcourses&&&&&&&&
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challenges for both nexus and triad. While no optimal solution may exist, the 
military community of practice must engage in discussion of these issues so 
that the SSC construct can be stress-tested further, addressed at the operational 
and strategic level beyond limited and largely tactical case studies, and subse-
quently integrated into allied, partner, and interagency security efforts.

Issue 1: Unfamiliarity and Disagreement on SSC Definitions

First, without any formal joint staff declaration concerning SSC concepts, 
each CCMD and service will continue to articulate their distinct version of 
nexus or triad, or opposition to both. Discussions on whether SSC is a separate 
and essential construct beyond traditional joint force activities and campaign-
ing are healthy for the DOW enterprise and a part of how the military profes-
sion critically and creatively develops. That said, the War Department is a cen-
tralized hierarchical organization where clear decisions made at the top are 
necessary to transition certain experiments and prototypes into broader insti-
tutional acceptance and integration. Generating a white paper or draft concept 
memorandum at the joint staff level would be a valuable next step for further 
developing the SSC concept. Senior leadership is essential in nudging the DOW 
enterprise to balance what the organization wants and recognizes with what the 
organization needs that may not yet exist—the essence of all innovation and 
experimentation for security affairs.

Identifying and directing certain flag officers at each of the CCMDs and ser-
vices central to SSC could help stress-test and validate the virtues of this new 
approach. This ideally includes the positioning of SSC senior leaders inside an-
other CCMD, such as an SOF general officer being billeted within CYBERCOM 
or SPACECOM, along with reciprocal actions by the other organizations. These 
senior leaders would bring the necessary experience, knowledge, and SSC fa-
miliarity that is otherwise often absent. Between space, SOF, and cyber com-
munities of practice, very few professionals are truly able to stand firmly in two 
of those constructs, with individuals able to profess expertise in all three even 
rarer. Extending into allies and partners, the problem is further exacerbated 
due to classification and information-sharing challenges coupled with cultural 
and political nuances.

At the joint force level, no nexus or triad concept sponsor exists. There is 
also no process for declaring command authority in a nexus or triad configura-
tion between multiple organizations other than through existing and traditional 
formats or ad hoc arrangements. Lacking any joint staff-directed operational 
concept for SSC, various military communities appear to operate in a more 
tribal and organic arrangement. This leads to exceptional tactical and limited 
operational successes for SSC but little beyond. Further, without a joint-level 
operational concept or senior concept sponsor, various SSC groups continue to 
advocate their specific perspective over others and, at times, additional bureau-
cratic agendas disconnected or in conflict with other SSC perspectives. This is 
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best appreciated with Miles’ Law, or “where you stand depends on where you 
sit.”14 Within these tribal spats, the SSC potential is hampered by generating 
fragmentary efforts, wasteful duplication, and broader institutional confusion. 
This spreads to allies, partners, interagency coordination, and defense industry/
academia in how and why SSC concepts ought to be introduced, appreciated, 
and further developed.

Both triad and nexus advocate groups assert that their preferred SSC con-
cept is superior or achieves different effects than the other. Triad proponents 
assert that nexus is a joint CCMD effort that focuses on operations, activities, 
and investments within an irregular warfare context that remains below the 
threshold of conflict—hence, a phase 0 endeavor. Certain nexus advocates posit 
that the triad model lends itself to any CCMD or constellation of CCMDs de-
pendent on the nature of the emerging crisis or conflict. Yet the triad was de-
signed and remains operationalized within a single service—the Army—with 
palpable SOF and SOCOM overlaps. The plasticity of SSC requires new rear-
rangements based on the changing location, composition, and strategic impli-
cations of the emerging threat; thus, any single-service domination of triad or 
nexus creates significant organizational blowback.

Another lingering complication is the tendency for traditional planning advo-
cates to infiltrate any SSC endeavor with rigid doctrinal constructs and bureau-
cratic processes. Although this is less of a challenge in SOCOM due to its organi-
zational culture and warfighting ethos, the firm grip of rigid, bureaucratic-styled 
planning logistics still permeates the SOF enterprise. In space and cyber organi-
zations, those patterns of institutional conformity toward the legacy frame which 
does not include SSC as distinct or an emergent phenomenon are even stronger.

Issue 2: Global and Joint Command and Control for SSC in Current 
Configurations

The second key issue for SSC development is the ambiguous guidance in the 
Unified Command Plan (UCP). This executive branch security document estab-
lishes the missions, responsibilities, and geographic areas of responsibility for 
the US military instrument of state power. Although overarching and founda-
tional, the UCP does not assign responsibility to any singular CCMD to plan 
and execute multidomain operations. It also does not clearly define transregional 
irregular warfare, nor does it provide any direct strategic guidance on how such 
complex security affairs must be orchestrated. Consequently, the joint force 
and, by extension, allies and partners do not seem to understand how to inte-
grate transregional irregular warfare into broad campaign planning or areas 
where SSC concepts are most well suited.

14. Rufus Miles Jr., “The Origin and Meaning of Mile’s Law,” Public Administration Review 38, no. 5 (1978).
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Certain units do this remarkably well, but collectively across the War Depart-
ment, this is arguably the weakest area for CCMD campaign planning and 
wargame exercising. The myriad classification and information security re-
quirements involving the sensitive activities that SOCOM is centrally oriented 
toward and that space and cyber organizations are aligned with complicate 
these tensions further.

In part, this issue centers on needed education for the military profession 
coupled with continued experimentation and prototyping of SSC concepts at 
operational and strategic levels. Expanded education and experimentation are 
key for diversifying the SSC community of practice into more directorates and 
agencies. The enduring challenges for classification and access to information 
are accentuated in the SSC construct due to the convergence of sensitive activi-
ties, SAP restrictions, and interorganizational barriers to information sharing.

Due to how triad and nexus models approach security challenges agnosti-
cally on matters of geography, boundaries, and integrated effects that often 
produce consequences outside any local or regional area of interest, SSC con-
structs increase new magnitudes of operational risk. Under traditional CCMD 
boundaries and geographic orientation, an organization can usually prevent 
one new planning endeavor from inadvertently threatening some other ongoing 
sensitive action or program running in that same controlled battlespace. SSC 
applications suggest a higher likelihood of the interorganizational “fratricide” 
of operations if only due to how existing security control measures are paired to 
a less nimble and adaptive arrangement.

The speed and global impact of SSC teams able to collaborate, communicate, 
and deconflict potential operational overlaps require greater DOW enterprise 
transparency and information sharing, particularly within the classification re-
quirements and information management processes that still must protect such 
efforts. With the recent declaration by NATO partners of increased military 
spending efforts, future SSC endeavors will undoubtably expand in complexity, 
international participation, and SSC interdependency. The 2026 special opera-
tions raid to seize Venezuelan narco-dictator Maduro (and his wife) is an 
emerging high-visibility example of what most certainly contained SSC con-
structs. Access, resourcing, deception, and multidomain synthesis of multiple 
security entities, systems, and effects will become increasingly pluralized over 
single-domain, single-service, or regional bilateral confederation. This raises a 
deeper question of whether military combatant commands are organized effec-
tively to even execute transregional irregular warfare or exercise SSC constructs 
to achieve robust strategic effects beyond limited tactical or localized ones.

Issue 3: Putting SSC Constructs into Next Generation Doctrine

All innovations begin outside of military doctrine and are usually in con-
flict with it. Once the organization experiments and finds novel success with 
some designed prototype—whether a thing, idea, or method—militaries begin 
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the necessary and laborious process of infusing it into existing doctrinal pro-
cesses, models, and terminology. If SSC concepts continue to yield technical, 
tactical, and increased operational successes, the joint community will need 
to begin to compose next generation doctrine that incorporates some form of 
nexus and/or triad.

The DOW community remains hesitant to formally accept any concept as 
viable and valuable without it gaining some form of joint level endorsement, 
whether in memorandum, concept paper, new policy directive, or doctrinal 
reform. Currently, SSC concepts remain largely theoretical and experimental, 
advocated by certain senior military leaders but still manifesting through in-
house and ad hoc processes. Beyond the DOW enterprise, new doctrinal con-
cepts face certain resistance for scaling outward across partners, allies, and 
the international community if those developments are ill-defined. Fenton 
articulates this need to migrate from “NOFORN” to “YESFORN” in the im-
mediate future.15

Nexus and triad may represent initial stepping stones for bigger and better 
SSC ideas, or they could be sufficiently robust for evaluation and doctrinal 
drafting efforts. Yet, in 2026, the SSC community of practice remains quite 
small and isolated, largely found in SOCOM, CYBERCOM, and SPACECOM cir-
cles where small cells of SSC savvy planners and designers work under the ra-
dar. This unintentionally lobotomizes the broader international community of 
practice by omitting most of their space, SOF, and cyber professionals from en-
tering the conversation.

The generation of new doctrinal proposals and drafts will require certain 
transparency and collaboration across the DOW enterprise, into interagency 
arrangements and international military dialogues. Arguably, some NATO SSC 
configuration ought to be developed, along with myriad other partnering and 
teaming arrangements. While there is no global integrator at these interna-
tional and alliance levels, for the War Department this integrator would be the 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. His directive for some SSC concept deliv-
erable could provide new opportunities to produce integrated campaigning be-
tween CCMDs on transregional irregular warfare where SSC concepts are pow-
erful strategic amplifiers. Were the chairman to direct such formalized concept 
development, contributing authors would need to come from the space, SOF, 
and cyber communities of practice. Some form of SSC campaigning directives 
or joint guidance could initially stimulate this endeavor.

15. Sean Morrow and Don Rassler, “A View from the CT Foxhole: General Bryan Fenton, Commander, 
U.S. Special Operations Command,” CTC Sentinel 17, no. 10 (2024), https://ctc.westpoint.edu/.

https://ctc.westpoint.edu/a-view-from-the-ct-foxhole-general-bryan-fenton-commander-u-s-special-operations-command/
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Issue 4: How to Scale to Produce SSC Expertise

Despite multiple organizational and policy efforts to increase joint collabora-
tion and streamline military decision-making in multidomain, complex security 
contexts, a majority of military professionals continue to focus largely on one 
domain or within a single CCMD area. Traditional military training and educa-
tion do not yet feature SSC concept development, with only rare individuals 
able to demonstrate proficiency in two or more of the SSC constructs.

Even when considering the small pool of SSC professionals able to operate 
across each area of expertise, the SSC community lacks any formal network for 
regular communication, collaboration, experimentation, exercise, or sharing of 
lessons learned. There is limited or no SSC cross-training available in SOCOM, 
CYBERCOM, and SPACECOM with the exception of certain pilot efforts such as 
SPACECOM’s “Space, SOF, Cyber Innovation” course running quarterly since 
late 2024.16 Several CCMD exercises such as Apollo Nexus and Shadow Nexus 
also represent initial attempts at broadening this community of practice and 
deepening network contacts. Frequently, SSC collaboration efforts appear pri-
marily tactical and technical in nature, with the larger operational and strategic 
aspects glossed over or ignored. In many training center applications, SOF, 
space, and cyber are exercised in isolation to one another. A unit in training 
may also execute activities with little or no SSC configuration into either the 
triad or nexus models or alternative model formation.

Rapid scaling options for the War Department include directing SSC cohe-
sive operationalization in training environments and through major exercises. 
Greater multidomain and CCMD integrated participation—and extending to 
allies and partners—in experimentation, exercises, simulations, table-top 
events, training, and planning conferences could become the necessary founda-
tion for broader SSC concept development. The joint staff directorate for joint 
force development (J-7) should champion such experimentation, prototyping, 
and exercise alignment to promote SSC concept development across the DOW 
enterprise. Cross-domain specialists within each organization able to rapidly 
communicate, collaborate, experiment, and share resources while generating 
otherwise unimagined security options for senior leaders should be developed.

Each national training center and major PME programs should dedicate fac-
ulty and curriculum space to the SSC concepts, including development and ad-
ditional experimentation. Classification barriers should be examined carefully, 
as many SSC constructs at the operational and strategic level do not carry the 
same level of restricted access and sensitive information. Care should be taken 
so that tactical and technical levels for SSC proficiency, such as targeting pro-
cesses, detailed planning outputs, and special access content are safeguarded 
for the right participants. At other levels such as in major exercises, simula-

16. See “Space-SOF-Cyber Innovation Course.”
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tions, experiments, education, and some campaign planning endeavors, the 
lower classification needed should open the gates to greater DOW and interna-
tional, interagency participation. Online, autonomous, and other scalable train-
ing and education efforts could also increase the familiarity of SSC concepts to 
the greater military community.

Issue 5: Integrated Campaigning and SSC Concept Inclusion

The joint staff is the primary organization within the centralized military hi-
erarchy to create and publish SSC joint campaigning guidance in the form of an 
overarching document for all CCMDs. This enables each CCMD to operational-
ize the SSC concepts completely, whether a command is central to such endeav-
ors or may only lend infrequent support. The initial document should remain 
conceptual or be labeled experimental, so that the War Department determines 
the feasibility on how to develop the concepts beyond the initial attempts 
reached in 2025 without joint staff direct involvement.

Irregular warfare is often best paired with low-intensity conflict, crisis condi-
tions, and in otherwise peaceful periods of international competition or deter-
rence. SSC constructs like the nexus and triad models appear well adapted for 
transregional irregular warfare involving clandestine, covert, and other asym-
metric activities that may be in friction with traditional joint campaigning 
through geographically fixed CCMD areas of responsibility. SSC actions may be 
the initial and exploiting forces to shape a security environment (phase 0) and 
set national security positions of advantage should conflict commence. SSC ef-
fects may boost deterrence options, marginalize adversarial options, or confuse 
and frustrate an opponent in such a way that the finishing force expected to con-
duct high intensity operations may not be pulled from the sheath. Exercises and 
wargames focusing on SSC activities that successfully prevent escalation into 
conflict—coupled to campaign planning branches and sequels—should be given 
their own focused attention and resources. International SSC efforts such as ex-
ercises also require enhanced exploration, experimentation, and validation.

With the space domain becoming increasingly crowded, areas such as low 
Earth orbit (LEO) take on new security requirements. In emerging strategic con-
siderations such as a “master spoiling strategy”—where an aggressor intentionally 
creates a massive chain reaction of orbital debris in space and renders entire or-
bits unusable—the SSC construct is likely the ideal choice for DOW enterprise de-
sign and planning.17 Russia’s ambitions to put a nuclear satellite into orbit is one 
such concern. Integrated campaigning where terrestrial and celestial challenges 
blur the earlier security lines along with nation-state versus non-state actor activi-
ties will demand new joint staff policy proposals, direction, and guidance.

17. Bohumil Doboš and Jakub Pražák, “Master Spoiler: A Strategic Value of Kessler Syndrome,” De-
fence Studies 22, no. 1 (2022).
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Operationalize Space-SOF-Cyber for the Next Decade

While identifying a flag officer at respective combatant commands is one way 
to stimulate the space-special forces-cyber concept in each SSC organization, 
there is another necessary layer of decision-making authority needed. As men-
tioned, the Unified Command Plan does not assign responsibility to any singular 
CCMD for planning and executing multidomain operations, nor does it specifi-
cally address transregional warfare or how the command and control of such an 
effort would be implemented. Reforming the UCP to designate the SSC construct 
and empower a specified single CCMD for SSC activities is one possible solution. 
Formal rotation of flag officers through space, SOF, and cyber assignments is an-
other enabling function that also might generate strategic options for appointing 
senior leadership over multiple CCMDs for such strategic endeavors.

Another imagined but plausible scenario suggests how a collaborative initia-
tive may address a potential conflict in the multidomain, transregional reality 
of the near future:

In 2030, after gaining entry to a space tourism launch by hacking into the 
company’s system, two terrorists quickly incapacitate the crew, commandeer 
the craft, and link to a Chilean ground station to override the flight software. 
An encrypted communication from inside Cuba demands a $500 million crypto-
currency ransom—or they will move the spacecraft’s orbit into a collision 
course with the International Space Station. The chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff executes a new joint initiative, naming the SOCOM commander in 
charge of a rapid-response SSC task force. The commander directs a SOF 
team to intercept the craft in orbit. Using a specialized military spacecraft, the 
team accesses the ship’s ventilation system externally to incapacitate the ter-
rorists before breaching the hold. Cyber specialists neutralize the ground sig-
nal. SPACECOM maneuvers several satellites to observe the craft and provide 
real-time intelligence. SOUTHCOM is directed to support special activities in 
Cuba to identify a surprising alliance between Havana and the Sinaloa Cartel. 
Intelligence analysts later determine the cartel has been secretly gaining en-
try into key governmental nodes in Cuba through bribery and corruption.

The suggestions within this article point to policy, doctrinal, and organiza-
tional reforms needed so that future global, multidomain, and dynamic security 
challenges like this one are addressed quickly and decisively. Such a proposal 
will likely face significant resistance from regional battlespace owners and geo-
graphically situated CCMDs. Yet if existing joint campaigning is used, how 
might the above scenario be resolved?

The overarching DOW enterprise design was cast in an earlier geopolitical 
period where technological capabilities and the astro-global qualities of the 
space domain paired with a ubiquitous cyberspace domain were not yet rele-
vant. The security challenges in the 1960s, 1990s, or even 2000s were certainly 
dynamic, complex, and difficult to navigate. Yet the complexities of today’s 
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multidomain, highly technological, transregional reality are a new type of secu-
rity shoggoth—a Lovecraftian shapeshifter—that cannot be defeated using the 
traditional weapons that slayed twentieth-century security shoggoths.

A new period of conflict, crisis, and competition extending into cyberspace 
and the space domain in novel and profound ways is at hand. Humanity is 
about to become a multiplanetary species—an evolutionary accomplishment 
with profound security consequences.18 In the coming decades, advancements 
in quantum computing, AI and human teaming, human physiology, access to 
celestial bodies, new energy opportunities, and resources all represent deep 
change for life as currently understood.19 Traditional modes of military conflict 
will extend into these future worlds, yet many security routines and practices 
will quickly fall to the wayside.

The world is progressing toward an astro-global or celestial living space, econ-
omy, and security environment.20 Space, SOF, and cyber couched within strategic 
deterrence are increasingly central to the emergent challenges of this century. No 
nation can halt the progression toward highly accessible, low-cost space access, 
which in turn expands the entire multidomain battlespace from terrestrial to ce-
lestial for the War Department.21 And without some SSC construct developed 
into its enterprise theory, model, and methodology, the United States may risk 
ceding future security advantage to adversaries able to outpace it.µ

18. James Moltz, Crowded Orbits: Conflict and Cooperation in Space (Columbia University Press, 2014), 8–9; 
and Joan Johnson-Freese, Space Warfare in the 21st Century: Arming the Heavens (Routledge, 2017), 32–33.

19. Namrata Goswami and Peter Garretson, Scramble for the Skies: The Great Power Competition to 
Control the Resources of Outer Space (Lexington Books, 2020).

20. Zweibelson, Reconceptualizing; and Richard Johnson, Special Publication (SP) LC-76–600068, 
Space Settlements: A Design Study, National Aeronautics and Space Agency (NASA) SP-413 (NASA, 1976), 
155, https://ntrs.nasa.gov/.

21. Johnson-Freese, Space Warfare, 35.
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