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Adaptive adversaries such as terrorists, insurgents, criminal networks, and rogue states 
resort to irregular forms of warfare as effective ways to challenge US forces. Irregular 
warfare (IW) is “characterized as a violent struggle among state and non-state actors for 
legitimacy and influence over the relevant population(s).”1  
 
Irregular warfare is an enduring, economical contribution to America’s national security 
and will remain an essential core competency of the Department of Defense (DOD). 
The DOD has mandated that irregular warfare be institutionalized as a core competency 
that will require a deliberate and sustained integration of conventional and special 
operations capabilities. The joint force will employ our capabilities to dictate the terms 
and tempo of competition to prevail against all global adversaries short of war and build 
and sustain our global advantage in careful coordination with allies and partners.    
 
Since many irregular threats are not purely military problems, many of the responses 
required are not purely military either. Due to the complex nature of these threats, such 
conflicts may not end with decisive military victory. They are more likely to require long-
term involvement to remedy, reduce, manage, or mitigate the conflict. US forces should 
seek to work in concert with other government agencies, multinational partners, and 
other partnered actors to prevent, deter, disrupt, and defeat irregular threats. They 
should understand the situation in depth, plan and act in concert, and continually assess 
and adapt their approach in response to the dynamic and complex nature of the 
problem. Special operations forces are ideally suited to participate in US efforts to 
counter IW adversaries and threats, because of their inherent capabilities, 
characteristics, and specialized training as well as the ability to operate by, with, and 
through partner nations. For more information on IW, refer to AFDP 3-2, Irregular 
Warfare. 
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