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Abstract: In this paper, the author studies the so-called Multi-Domain Operations, which is a relatively new term in military science. The 

study focuses on the origin, definition and elements of multi-domain operations. Since the terminology is developing – or at least changing – 

quite fast from multi-domain battle across multi-domain operations to all-domain operations besides terms like cross-domain 

operations/effects, this emerging process need to be studied. The paper examines if this term describes a new approach of warfare or it is an 

old concept in a new guise. 
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1. Introduction

The very beginning of the Multi-Domain Operations (MDO) 

thinking can be originated from 2011, when General Martin E. 

Dempsey (former commander of U.S. Army Training and Doctrine 

Command –TRADOC – 2008-2011, later chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff) issued the question: “What‟s after „joint‟? And the 

experiences reach back to the early 2000s, when the activities of 

armed forces covered not only land, sea and airspace, but outer 

space and the full spectrum of electromagnetic sphere, which was 

already a five dimensional model of warfighting. 

Four interrelated trends are shaping competition and conflict: 

adversaries are contesting all domains, the electromagnetic 

spectrum (EMS), and the information environment; smaller armies 

fight on an expanded battlefield that is increasingly lethal and 

hyperactive; nation-states have more difficulty in imposing their 

will within a politically, culturally, technologically, and 

strategically complex environment; and near-peer states more 

readily compete below armed conflict making deterrence more 

challenging. This last as it is articulated and emphasised: China and 

Russia in competition and in armed conflict. 

The development of this current operational concept started in 

2014 led by General David G. Perkins, commander of TRADOC 

from 2014 until 2017. The document, which introduced the new 

concept in a truly articulated way, was prefaced by the then 

commander who asked the question: “Win in a Complex World – 

But How?”. The novelty in this relatively fresh concept is that the 

joint force conducts operations in all domains parallel, highly 

synchronised and as a result synergistic effects can be created. [1] 

2. The Issues and Tenets of MDO

As it is frequently stated in international relations there are only 

two states of existence: competition and armed conflict. In 

competition, the military (joint) force expands the competitive 

space through active engagement to counter coercion, 

unconventional warfare, and information warfare directed against 

partners. These actions simultaneously deter escalation, defeat 

attempts by adversaries to “win without fighting,” and set 

conditions for a rapid transition to armed conflict. In armed conflict, 

the military (joint) force defeats aggression by optimizing effects 

from across multiple domains at decisive spaces to penetrate the 

enemy‟s strategic and operational anti-access and area denial 

systems, dis-integrate the components of the enemy‟s military 

system, and exploit freedom of manoeuvre necessary to achieve 

strategic and operational objectives that create conditions 

favourable to a political outcome. In the return to competition, the 

military force consolidates gains and deters further conflict to allow 

the regeneration of forces and the re-establishment of a regional 

security order aligned with strategic objectives. 

To achieve these strategic objectives, the military force and 

partners, must solve five operational problems: 

 How does the military force compete to enable the defeat of

an adversary‟s operations to destabilize the region, deter the

escalation of violence, and, should violence escalate, enable a

rapid transition to armed conflict?

 How does the military force penetrate enemy anti-access and

area denial systems throughout the depth of the support areas

to enable strategic and operational manoeuvre?

 How does the military force dis-integrate enemy anti-access

and area denial systems in the deep areas to enable

operational and tactical manoeuvre?

 How does the military force exploit the resulting freedom of

manoeuvre to achieve operational and strategic objectives

through the defeat of the enemy in the close and deep

manoeuvre areas?

 How does the military force re-compete to consolidate gains

and produce sustainable outcomes, set conditions for long-

term deterrence, and adapt to the new security environment?

MDO solves the five problems through the combined 

application of three tenets: calibrated force posture, multi-domain 

formations, and convergence. 

Calibrated force posture is the combination of capacity, 

capability, position, and the ability to manoeuvre across strategic 

distances. The appropriate balance of capabilities across the Total 

Force provides cohesive, fully capable forward presence forces and 

expeditionary forces able to deploy within strategically relevant 

time periods. Forward presence forces consist of Army forward 

deployed and rotational units and capability sets. The persistence of 

forward presence forces is a foundational element of dynamic 

employment of the military force as it enables joint strategic 

manoeuvre with critical combat, sustainment, protection, and 

mission command capabilities. 

Multi-domain formations possess the combination of capacity, 

capability, and endurance that generates the resilience necessary to 

operate across multiple domains. Multi-domain formations can 

conduct independent manoeuvre, employ cross-domain fires, and 

maximize human potential.  

Convergence is the rapid and continuous integration of 

capabilities in all domains, the EMS (Electromagnetic Spectrum), 

and the information environment that optimizes effects to 

overmatch the enemy through cross-domain synergy and multiple 

forms of attack all enabled by mission command and disciplined 

initiative. [2] 

3. The Development of Thinking about Warfare in

Multiple Domains 

It was recognised in 2017, when the concept was called Multi-

Domain Battle, that the new approach must cover a much more 

complex environment: AirLand Battle gave us a battlefield 
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framework of deep, close, and rear to frame the problem of how the 

U.S. military would fight outnumbered and win. Multi-domain 

battle‟s framework must allow victory in an even more complex 

world. Multi-domain battle is developing an expanded battlefield 

framework to fight across the breadth and depth of enemy 

capabilities, seamlessly reaching from battlefield to home station 

and across multiple domains. [3] 

Initially, for the first couple of years of the MDO concept, it 

was called Multi-Domain Battle (MDB), following the naming of 

the previous method of warfare the AirLand (and AirSea) Battle – 

ALB and ASB. By 2018, the concept was quite settled and was re-

named as we mentioned earlier: Multi-Domain Operations, and 

there were numerous reasons. First, if the concept is to be truly joint 

and multi-service, we need clarity and alignment in how we talk. 

The Air Force talks of Multi-Domain Operations and Multi-Domain 

Command and Control, while Army talks of Multi-Domain Battle – 

often covering similar, if not the same, ideas and capabilities. What 

they are committed to are the ideas of converging capabilities across 

the joint force with continuous integration across multiple domains. 

Second, it cannot be done alone. The armed services can win battles 

and campaigns, but winning wars takes the whole of government. It 

helps the entire effort if our interagency partners are comfortable 

with and conversant in our warfighting concepts and doctrine. And 

third, it is never just about the fight. When it comes to combat, there 

is no one better than the combined weight of the military and the 

allies and partners. However, the operating environment is evolving 

and nation-state-level competition has reemerged, as evidenced by 

recent actions by both Russia and China. The importance of 

winning the “competition” that precedes and follows conflict is 

essential. However, the use of Multi-Domain Battle seems to 

indicate this concept was only for the conflict phase. While there 

are battles within competition, winning them is pointless if they are 

in isolation to the larger context of deliberate operations supporting 

national strategy. [4] 

The predecessor of MDO is usually identified as the thirty-

seven years ago raised, so called AirLand Battle, or at least 

connected with it. AirLand Battle was a shift from a focus on low-

intensity, small-unit, decentralized counterinsurgency operations to 

larger-scale operations, heavily dependent on sophisticated 

technology for decisive operations fighting outnumbered in the U.S. 

European Command Theater. Although Multi-Domain Operations 

shares common traits with AirLand Battle, there are important 

differences that deserve attention before dismissing Multi-Domain 

Operations as a blast from the past. Introduced in 1982, then refined 

in 1986 and again in 1993, the AirLand Battle concept replaced the 

Active Defense doctrine of the immediate post-Vietnam War years. 

The tenets of Army operations that comprised AirLand Battle were 

built on Carl von Clausewitz‟s Principles of War – specifically, 

initiative, depth, agility and synchronization – and informed by 

observations from the 1973 Yom Kippur War. AirLand Battle 

doctrine focused on the 3D and technology impacts on modern 

warfare that called for rapid, integrated air and ground maneuvers 

and viewed a battlefield extended in geographic dimensions and in 

time. [5] 

Others not just say that AirLand Battle is the predecessor but it 

has been exceeded and in the context of new and upcoming 

international environment a new warfighting concept must been 

created. Under its current posture, military forces would struggle to 

enter theatre within a politically relevant timeframe, and 

sustainment capabilities would be under serious threat, if Russia 

were to launch an incursion into Eastern Europe. The concept calls 

forces to have a calibrated force posture, with forward and 

rotational deployments, and pre-positioned stock, so that the 

military force can compete and deter adversaries below the 

threshold of armed conflict and be ready to fight if necessary. The 

second tenet of MDO is that the military must maintain multi-

domain formations, capable of operating across land, sea, air, space 

and cyberspace, conduct information operations, and contest the 

electromagnetic spectrum (EMS). MDO describes manoeuvring 

across these domains as convergence, with tactical commanders 

needing to understand how their actions shape other domains, and 

exploiting successes, or guarding against vulnerabilities that may 

emerge in them. By manoeuvring across domains, military forces 

seek to penetrate enemy anti-access and area denial (A2AD) 

systems, disintegrate them, exploit the breakdown of enemy 

cohesion to defeat their units in detail, and then set the terms to 

return to competition in a favourable position. [6] 

In 2016, the U.S. Air Force has already articulated its multi-

domain command and control (C2) concept as a way to improve 

operations across the air, space and cyberspace domains. [7] The 

Army evolved MDB into MDO in 2018 and is now working to 

make MDO a truly joint and multi-service concept that could 

eventually be codified into doctrine. [8] Furthermore, by 2020 it can 

be found that after the Army‟s initiative the Marine Corps, Air 

Force and Navy are embracing the concept, as well. From the kill 

chains that has been using today the emphasis moves to a much 

faster kill web. Under the Joint All-Domain Command and Control 

(JADC2) initiative the high-speed data communications network 

has been pursuing, which is a key element of this evolved concept. 

[9] 

4. The Critique of MDO

As it is usual, the MDO as a concept has its doubts and 

critiques. At first glance, it could be asked if there is any difference 

from joint warfare or joint operations. This basic reflection can be 

found in many publications: “Warfare has rarely been confined to 

land, sea, or air alone. … The unified application of military power 

across domains has resulted in decisive tactical, operational and 

strategic advantage.” [10] 

Another critique is for concept developing and as such the 

probability of choosing the proper threats and assumptions: “…this 

makes sense only if Russia and China actually plan to attack nearby 

nations, and if American policymakers would be willing to go to 

war to throw them out. The new Army report and, more broadly, the 

U.S. military's vision of the future are based on strategic and 

political assumptions that may or may not hold. As is always the 

case, assumptions are the foundation of any vision of the future but 

also its greatest potential weakness.” [11] As this view shows, 

during this particular concept development in order to work well the 

so called near-peer or peer-on-peer adversary should act as the spirit 

of the idea demands. 

Other experts sometimes articulate less direct criticism that is 

more like a strong proposal but a strong proposal that planners 

should consider carefully: “Kinetic effects are unlikely to present an 

issue in the representation of Multi- Domain Operations. … 

Nonkinetic effects present issues when representing combat 

operations. Regardless, Multi-Domain Operations demands 

representation of nonkinetic effects. Nonkinetic effects often 

involve unique human interactions that are not consistent or 

predictable. Representing nonkinetic effects at a minimum requires 

adjudication from subject-matter experts. If time permits, the range 

of possible nonkinetic effects may be used to conduct sensitivity 

analysis.” [12] 

5. Conclusions

Creating or developing military operating concepts is necessary 

when major changes occur in technologies, ideas and/or 

organisation. However, it is also required when the security 

environment changes. Nowadays, both scenarios necessitate the 

development of a relatively new or refreshed military operational 

model. Technology advanced so much in the last two decades, that 
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organisation and idea must follow the improvement. Cyber 

capabilities, energy weapons, EMS effects, drones, robots and 

precision weapons designate the development of the future‟s 

military structures and theories of operations. The boundaries of 

services is going to melt down and the only thing that will matter is 

the desired effects. These effects can be attained through domain, 

more precisely through multi-domain efforts. Also, the security 

environment concludes that the Alliance should be prepared to deter 

or counter the peer-on-peer or neer-peer adversaries. 

Multi-domain operations mean not just actions in multiple areas 

of warfare but well orchestrated, parallel military manoeuvres, fire 

and non-kinetic engagements against the adversary conducted via 

cross-domain manner (for instance: from surface to air; or from air 

through EMS domain against a surface based target). The different 

activities in different domains must be synchronised and this 

synchronisation ought to be established in minutes or seconds 

instead hours or days. In order to perform such a seamless and 

smooth connection amongst units of different domains a shared 

command and control, or rather more complex C4ISR (Command, 

Control, Communications, Computer, Intelligence, Surveillance and 

Reconnaissance) system is required with joint and up to date 

databases, which can make available continuous situation awareness 

and target folders. 

To operate jointly is fairly premature phenomenon in military 

thinking. We do not want to refer back to the middle ages, but just 

to the last century, to the age of modern warfare. There were 

initiations and also instances of temporary or permanent joint task 

forces even among different nation‟s military which were called 

combined task forces in order to solve a particular military issue. 

Probably the most credible instance of a joint unit is the United 

States‟ Expeditionary Strike Groups, however these elements are 

under the subordination of Maritime Command, therefore these are 

not joint forces, but definitely multi-domain forces, however some 

advancements are still needed. We can mention the Marine Air-

Ground Task Forces which are composed of a command element, a 

ground combat element, an aviation combat element and a logistics 

combat element as well, but this is still not that capability of which 

a true multi-domain force should possess in the middle of the 21st 

Century. 

As the situation can be evaluated, a new operational concept is 

needed to be developed. The development of the multi-domain 

operations concept has started at the US Army and nowadays other 

nations‟ militaries are getting interwoven by the lines of this new 

way of thinking. Nonetheless, finishing and to polish the concept an 

Alliance-wide effort is needed especially in order to creating an 

operating doctrine which could be a basis for multinational multi-

domain operations. It is welcomed that Joint Air Power Competence 

Centre (JAPCC) – the Air Power excellence centre of the NATO – 

organised a conference in the topic in 2019, further and deeper 

negotiations and brainstorms are required to progress with the idea 

of MDO. 
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