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Abstract— As the U.S. contemplates its withdrawal from 
Afghanistan and its experience in Iraq fades, military planners are 
already contemplating operations beyond the counter-insurgency 
(COIN) mission. In 1997, Gen. Krulak, then Commandant of the 
Marine Corps, proffered the term, “three block war” to describe the 
future of combat operations. Across Krulak’s three blocks, military 
engagement cycled from humanitarian assistance to peace keeping to 
all-out combat. While never accepted into official Department of 
Defense publications, the notion of engaging in military operations in 
three spheres simultaneously conveys the multidimensionality of 
conflict and is reflected in the “full spectrum operation” doctrine 
adopted by the U.S. Army in 2008. Regardless of the moniker, the 
future operational environment is likely to be a composite affair that 
will require an understanding of full spectrum information. This 
paper explores various information elements that are likely to span 
future conflict space and offers suggestions on modeling a dataset for 
test and evaluation (T&E), much like the Synthetic Counter-
Insurgency (SYNCOIN) dataset did for counter-insurgency. The 
SYNCOIN dataset was developed by The Pennsylvania State 
University as a T&E dataset to support a multi-year 
Multidisciplinary University Research Initiative (MURI), sponsored 
by the Army Research Office. Lacking a suitable unclassified dataset, 
Penn State researchers were prompted to create Synthetic Counter-
Insurgency (SYNCOIN), which was used in the development and 
implementation of fusion and analysis processes, data stores design, 
and the development of process flows and interfaces. The SYNCOIN 
dataset is centered on a representative set of entities (people, places 
and events) within a COIN environment circa 2010 Iraq. The goal of 
the MURI project was to improve automated processing and user in-
the-loop analysis to enhance Situation Awareness (SA)/Situation 
Understanding (SU) in a counter-insurgency environment. While 
COIN doctrine provides guidance for commanders on winning 
insurgency-centric conflicts, there is no guarantee that opposing 
forces in future conflicts will fight militaries through an insurgency. 
There is, however a strong possibility that future conflict will be 
hybrid of the three-block-war as will the information that 
accompanies it. Ostensibly, the goal of a “Beyond SYNCOIN” 
dataset would be to enhance analytic effectiveness and SA across the 
three-block-war and consider the information challenges beyond 
those of counterinsurgency operations. 

Keywords—military; intelligence preparation of the battlefield 
(IPB); military decision making process (MDMP); three-block war; 
information requirements; IPB of Information Space. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION  
A. Describe the problem 

The purpose of this paper is to reflect on a decade of US 
military operations in Afghanistan and Iraq in the context of 
the Three Block War (3BW). At the time of writing, the US is 
considering training its forces to be adaptable to a mission that 
is far more complex than counterinsurgency (COIN). Though 
these experiences continue to shape discussions of future 
information challenges, the unique demands of COIN 
operations fail to generalize across the most likely terrain of 
future conflict. Moreover, as the operational environments of 
Afghanistan and, especially, Iraq demonstrated, prior conflicts 
cannot guarantee the continuance of operational paradigms far 
into the future without risking miscalculation and, at the very 
least, unpreparedness. Estimating future analytic requirements 
and competencies necessitates both wisdom acquired through 
experience and forward thinking that remains open to the 
unexpected while simultaneously working toward its 
anticipation. 

In 1997, Gen. Krulak, then Commandant of the Marine 
Corps, proffered the term, “three block war” to describe the 
future of combat operations. Across Krulak’s three blocks, 
military engagement ranged from humanitarian assistance to 
peacekeeping to all-out combat. While it never made its way 
into official Department of Defense publications, the notion of 
engaging in military operations in three spheres simultaneously 
conveys the multidimensionality of conflict and is reflected in 
the “full spectrum operations” doctrine adopted by the U.S. 
Army in 2008. Regardless of the moniker, the future 
operational environment is likely to be a composite affair that 
will require an understanding of full spectrum information. The 
experience of COIN operations lends hard-won insight into the 
challenges posed by this hybrid information space but cannot 
anticipate the extent to which analytic capabilities must adapt 
to reflect these changes. This paper will explore the various 
informational elements that are likely to span future conflict 
space and offer some suggestions on modeling a dataset for test 
and evaluation. Addressing complex analytical problems 
demands informational resources commensurate to the problem 
space. In this regard, the prior focus on counter-insurgency led 
to the development of SYNCOIN [1][2]. 

 



B. SYNCOIN 

The SYNCOIN dataset was developed as a test and 
evaluation dataset to support for a multi-year Multidisciplinary 
University Research Initiative (MURI), sponsored by the Army 
Research Office. Lacking a suitable unclassified dataset 
prompted the creation of SYNCOIN, which was used in the 
development and implementation of fusion and analysis 
processes, data stores design, and the development of process 
flows and interfaces. The SYNCOIN dataset is centered on a 
representative set of entities (people, places and events) within 
a COIN environment. SYNCOIN does not culminate in a 
single grand event but attempts to illustrate the connectedness 
of the elements of conflict in the counter-insurgency struggle. 
It is very much a “street-level” view. Individual messages are 
simply stated, offering a straightforward representation of 
information collected by humans on human activities. These 
“soft” representations also suggest numerous “hard” data 
opportunities; i.e., reports that reflect the collaboration of soft 
reporting of “hard” sensor collection activities. The complexity 
of SYNCOIN is in the interleaving of activities, people, places 
and things that span the dataset. Six conflict threads (vignettes) 
weave in and out of the overall message set. Thus for any 
single conflict thread, the other five threads become 
background noise. Each vignette focuses on a different social, 
political, sectarian or tactical challenge.  

As part of the MURI, the opportunities opened by the 
SYNCOIN dataset allowed the creation of actual “hard” data 
representations. Enacting COIN-related scenarios (e.g., jail 
break, sniper shooting, market place activities) with student 
and staff actors at a local fire safety training facility in nearby 
Pleasant Gap, Pennsylvania, data was captured using a suite of 
sensors including Lidar, visual, and infrared. The collected 
physical sensor data were subsequently translated to temporal 
and physical coordinates matching the SYNCOIN soft data 
set. Thus, making both hard and soft data available for test and 
evaluation of fusion algorithms. The overall goal of the MURI 
was to improve automated processing and user in-the-loop 
analysis to enhance Situation Awareness (SA)/Situation 
Understanding (SU) in a counter-insurgency environment. 
Ostensibly, the goal of a “Beyond SYNCOIN dataset would 
be to enhance analytic effectiveness and SA across the three-
block war. 

II. THREE BLOCK WAR 

A. Definition 
Speaking to the National Press Club in October 1997, Gen. 

Charles Krulak, then Commandant of the United States Marine 
Corps, described future combat environments in which the 
United States would encounter with the neologism of the “three 
block war” [3].  Less than two years later, in an article 
published in Marines Magazine, Gen. Krulak returned to the 
concept while explaining another, the “strategic corporal” [4]. 
These related concepts, although never officially incorporated 
within official Department of Defense publications, would 
eventually gain international attention as conceptual 
approaches to current and future conflicts. 

First contextualizing and then defining the concept of the 
3BW as Gen. Krulak initially described it, the consequent 
implications he draws for warfighting theory and institutional 
change will be further described. Following this initial 
description, a short review of conceptual modifications and 
criticisms is presented before deriving a conceptual definition 
of the 3BW. Ultimately, three themes will be discussed that 
follow from the concept of the 3BW as they relate to the 
informational requirements expected to feature in future 
conflicts. 

Presenting the 3BW, Gen. Krulak contextualizes the 
concept in a future in which the warfighting paradigms of the 
Cold War have been rendered obsolete by transnational, global 
threats posed by postmodern, technologically sophisticated 
enemies. In this environment the “rise of the non-state” will be 
facilitated by deep-seated ethno-religious conflicts that 
increasingly recognize and respond to a power shift from old 
Europe to the East [3]. In addition, with the increasingly urban 
and coastal distribution of the world’s population these 
conflicts will be located in cities accessed via the littorals [3]. 
These new conflicts will witness the rise of an asymmetrical 
battlefield in which actors threaten American conventional 
military superiority through distributed networks, fluid 
infrastructures, and the utilization of technologically adept 
tactics [4]. In addition, the media (including social media) will 
be of increasing importance to all operations as their ubiquitous 
presence will magnify discrete actions such that personnel at 
the lowest levels will be able to directly affect events impacting 
not only tactical, but operational and strategic decision-making 
[4]. 

This environment for future military engagement 
recommended for Gen. Krulak a re-conceptualization of 
military operations that rejected compartmentalized roles for 
operations at once integrated and dynamic. The concept of the 
3BW was thus initially described as: 

In one moment in time, our service members will be 
feeding and clothing displaced refugees, providing 
humanitarian assistance. In the next moment, they will be 
holding two warring tribes apart - conducting peacekeeping 
operations - and, finally, they will be fighting a highly 
lethal mid-intensity battle - all on the same day ...all within 
three city blocks. It will be what we call the “three block 
war.” [3] 

In his 1999 article, "The strategic corporal: Leadership in 
the three block war," this conceptualization was reiterated: 

The lines separating the levels of war, and distinguishing 
combatant from “non-combatant,” will blur, and 
adversaries, confounded by our “conventional” superiority, 
will resort to asymmetrical means to redress the 
imbalance...the unique challenges of military operations 
other-than-war (MOOTW) were combined with disparate 
challenges of mid-intensity conflict...contingencies in 
which Marines may be confronted by the entire spectrum of 
tactical challenges in the span of a few hours and within the 
space of three contiguous city blocks. [4]. 

Thus conceptualized, the 3BW posits three roles in which 
military personnel must function: 1) conventional offensive 



and defensive combat operations, 2) peacekeeping or stability 
operations, and 3) military operations other than war, now 
regarded as civil support operations in which military 
personnel assist in the relief of humanitarian emergencies [5]. 
Critically, Gen. Krulak describes these operations as 
dynamically fluctuating within the same, limited operational 
environment - the size of which he emphasizes in his 
illustration of “three contiguous blocks.” 

The 3BW has been explicitly discussed in official 
literatures only sparingly largely as a consequence of its 
informal status, having not been codified within Department of 
Defense doctrine. However, the infrequency of the explicit 
treatment of the concept belies the extent to which the 
constitutive themes on which it is premised have influenced 
discussions on the future of military policy, both in the United 
State and abroad. Another reason for the formal prevalence of 
the concept is the official dissemination of other 
conceptualizations that have been more theoretically and, 
perhaps more significantly, officially codified. A recent 
manifestation of this is the forecasting of the future operating 
environment within the United States Marine Corps’ (USMC) 
2014 publication, Expeditionary Force 21. In this, the USMC 
posits that the operational reality of the future will be filled 
with complexity: 

The future operating environment will continue to be 
characterized by national and international challenges that 
will stretch the employment capacity of the U.S. military 
and demand a force in readiness…. We must expect a 
security landscape characterized by volatility, instability 
and complexity. … As global connectivity and social media 
increase awareness of human suffering in the wake of 
disasters, we will surely see a continuation of the recent 
trend towards applying military capabilities for 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. However, this 
global connectivity can also amplify the inevitable frictions 
that stem from logistical missteps and cultural 
misunderstandings between assisting forces and local 
populations [6]. 

The passage above, while not explicitly referring to 3BW, 
manages to touch on all the key attributes about the concept. In 
similar fashion, the U.S. Army’s formal adoption of “full 
spectrum operations” in 2008 with the publication of FM 3-0 
Operations both further conceptually developed and codified 
the essential premises of the 3BW. The concept of full 
spectrum operations is defined as: 

The Army’s operational concept is full spectrum operations 
(FSO): Army forces combine offensive, defensive, and 
stability or civil support operations simultaneously as part 
of an interdependent joint force to seize, retain, and exploit 
the initiative, accepting prudent risk to create opportunities 
to achieve decisive results. They employ synchronized 
action—lethal and nonlethal—proportional to the mission 
and informed by a thorough understanding of all variables 
of the operational environment. Mission command that 
conveys intent and an appreciation of all aspects of the 
situation guides the adaptive use of Army forces [7]. 

Furthermore, full spectrum operations seeks to conceptualize 
the synthesis of previously disparate operational processes in 

order to respond to the dynamics of a complex, fluid 
operational environment.  Additionally, the experience of the 
Iraqi insurgency and the consequent development of 
counterinsurgency doctrine have also incorporated the 
premises of the 3BW and have, as a result of the intense recent 
analysis of this conflict, dominated much of military theoretical 
discussion (See FMI 3-07.22 COIN Operations, 2004; FM 3-
24.2 Tactics in COIN, 2006; FM 3-24.2 Tactics in COIN, 
2009). SYNCOIN arose out of the need to provide an 
analytical test-bed for the informational elements extending 
from a COIN operational environment. The 3BW concept 
extends these elements to a wider context and, consequently, 
requires renewed consideration of this future information space 
in order to provide an informed model of likely analytic 
challenges. 

The concept of the 3BW functions as a conceptual 
metaphor guiding an understanding of the expected operational 
roles personnel would be required to undertake in future 
conflicts. Consequently, the 3BW provides a perspective into 
the likely analytic challenges these roles require.  As originally 
conceptualized, the three blocks constitute three main 
elements:  

I) Conflicts will present a dynamic operating environment 
that will require U.S forces to shift between three operational 
roles: conventional offensive/defensive, stability, and civil 
support operations. 

II) This operating environment will feature asymmetric 
threats, ubiquitous media (and social media) coverage and 
demand high cultural/linguistic fluency. 

III) As a consequence of the dynamic character of the 
operating environment and myriad operational roles U.S. 
forces must be able to dynamically adopt, decision-making will 
become increasingly distributed to the lowest level of military 
leadership while the impact of these decisions will increase in 
operational and strategic importance (thus enabling the 
“strategic corporal”). 

B. Goal 
The overarching goal of this project is to create a test and 

evaluation (T&E) dataset as a successor to SYNCOIN in order 
to model the informational requirements of future operational 
environments. SYNCOIN excelled at modelling operations of 
the past decade and allowed understanding of challenges that 
analysts faced during the course of those operations. Looking 
ahead, critical details about future conflicts, such as the 
location and time, will always remain unknown. What is 
known is that the complexity of conflicts will only increase 
with time. Our experience from the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq also signify an important transition away from a military-
fits-all approach to incorporating a Whole of Government 
(WoG)/Interagency (IA) approach to addressing issues in 
theater. 

The 3BW, as a paradigm, encompasses our historical 
experience of the last decade of war while providing insight 
into future challenges. With this in mind, a new T&E dataset is 
intended to help bridge our present understanding of 
complexity in information flow during operations and expand 



it to incorporate the variety of operations and actors in the 
3BW space. This T&E dataset will serve as a starting point to 
understand fundamental weaknesses in our current approach. 
Lessons learned from exploring informational elements in the 
3BW can also be used to apply existing concepts in the 
Intelligence Preparation of the Battlefield (IPB). We hope this 
dataset will also serve as a foundation to establish a 
methodology for an “IPB of the Information Space.” 

Our approach to understanding these information elements 
are derived from an examination of the different types of 
operations, which have unique relationships between 
adversarial parties, organizational structures that enable 
information synthesis, and how they impact information 
sharing. Due to its inherent complexity, we title this new 
dataset complex-synthetic extensible information reality (C-
SXIR, pronounced Caesar). This name incorporates the 
complexity of the 3BW, its synthetic origins, and extensibility 
that allows it to scale up and down through the addition of 
multiple agencies/groups that contribute to its complexity. 

C. Components 
1) Combat Operations 

The purpose of conventional combat operations is simply to 
fight and win the nation’s wars. While the application of 
ground, naval and aerial forces has been used to reach multiple 
goals, the end state of these operations involves the sufficient 
or complete defeat of an adversary to force it to realign its 
policies or priorities. The most recent example of clearly 
defined combat operations was the initial stages of Operation 
Enduring Freedom-Afghanistan (OEF-A). 

 

2) Peacekeeping & Stability Operations 

Peacekeeping Operations are operations that are intended to 
quell any ongoing conflict between one or more parties, which 
can be run by the state, are the state, or are non-state actors that 
can disrupt peaceful conditions. The end goal of a 
peacekeeping mission is to set up the proper conditions that 
ensure a return to and a sustainment of a peaceful existence 
between all parties. Stability operations is “[an] overarching 
term encompassing various military missions, tasks, and 
activities conducted outside the United States in coordination 
with other instruments of national power to maintain or 
reestablish a safe and secure environment, provide essential 
governmental services, emergency infrastructure 
reconstruction, and humanitarian relief” [8]. 

As per the mission statements, peacekeeping and stability 
operations (PKSOs) require the US military to establish a 
stronghold in a hostile environment in order to end conflict, 
establish security and prop up a new government/enable the 
weakened existing government in order to sustain stability and 
peace in the theater of operations. Over the past decade of 
conflict, this process has been referred to as nation building 
and has received undue negative attention due to its 
complexity, massive financial burdens and prolonged 
commitment. In the absence of relevant civilian expertise 
during PKSOs, the US military often takes on multiple roles 
ranging from training local security forces to constructing vital 

infrastructure to providing humanitarian relief. In regard to the 
latter, PKSOs span the continuum of FSOs. 

 

3) Humanitarian Operations 

Humanitarian assistance operations are operations that 
usually involve military units at various stages of operations. 
One of the reasons for military involvement is that well-trained 
and resourced military forces are better suited to deploy to 
dangerous environments within a short time window. An 
important consideration during such operations is the strains 
that a natural or manmade disaster might have on the ability of 
local/neighboring police departments and other relief services 
to reestablish control, provide relief and deliver medical 
treatment. While most metropolitan police and Emergency 
Medical Services (EMS) departments are able to provide airlift 
capability, their ability to deliver security, medical assistance 
and aid are not scalable and generally remain unmatched to 
that of a military. 

In humanitarian operations, much like stability operations, 
there is an emphasis on impartiality. As a result, this drives 
lead organizations, generally the military, to utilize civilian 
organizations to deliver aid, medical assistance and engage in 
conversation to coordinate efforts. In most of these 
circumstances, the presence of a military unit is somewhat of 
an implicit requirement to the timely creation of order and 
engagement in establishing lasting security, thus allowing 
civilian organizations to provide their essential services. 

III. DISCUSSION 
This section covers the informational elements that are 

present in the three different types of operations in the 3BW 
paradigm. To understand the informational requirements, it is 
best to understand the various relationships of the two 
opposing parties: the friendly and adversarial parties, FP and 
AP respectively. The step that follows it is the understanding of 
how relationships manifest themselves into structures that 
affect the willingness and ability to communicate information 
between the multiple involved parties. 

We propose the following three factors for consideration in 
the construction of the C-SXIR dataset. They are: 

    a. Organizational structures and information sharing 

    b. Impact of media (including social media) on 
operations 

    c. Cultural awareness 

These have been identified as important factors that explain 
the changes in the information collection and analysis, 
dissemination, and their impact on the operations (henceforth 
referred to as the information workflow). 

One point to be noted in the discussion that follows is that 
the realities of various operations are discussed only in its 
simplest state. For instance, combat operations are a violent 
conflict between two parties in which non-combatants from 
each nation have an allegiance to the closest combative party. 
Very generally speaking, most non-combatants have far too 



much to lose if they interact with an adversarial force, save for 
circumstances where the impetus to interact is greater than the 
impact of the consequence(s). 

A. Organizational structures and information sharing 
In examining these distinctions, it is also important to 

understand that the simplest examples of these operations 
exhibit different relationships between the opposing parties. To 
simplify the nomenclature, we propose Friendly Party (FP) and 
Adversarial Party (AP) to denote the two parties that engage in 
one of three types of operations in the 3BW. All examples of 
the three types of operations discussed in this section will 
assume the simplest definitions of the operations and 
organizations to understand the power dynamics. 

TABLE I.  FRIENDLY PARTY AND ADVERSARIAL PARTY RELATIONS 

 Friendly Party Adversarial Party

Combat Ops 1 1 

PK/Stab. Ops N M 

Hum. Ops N 1 

TABLE II.  ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES AND THEIR IMPACT ON 
INFORMATION FLOW 

 Structure Willingness Ability

Combat Ops High Low Low 

PK/Stab. Ops Complex Complex Mixed 

Hum. Ops Low High High 

 

As shown in Table 1 above, there is a 1:1 relationship 
between an FP and AP in combat operations, as they are 
engaged in conflict exclusively with one another. While these 
operations realistically involve multi-polar alliances, we will 
limit our discussion to a bi-polar model. In PK/SO, as 
witnessed in Afghanistan and Iraq, there are always multiple 
parties with multiple and potentially conflicting interests in the 
FP and AP. The FP includes the coalition forces, NGOs, 
Provincial Reconstruction Teams, Intelligence Agencies, etc., 
while the AP includes insurgency(ies), ideological groups, 
violent ethnic/religious/political groups, etc. In such a scenario, 
the relationships are N:M, which implies multiple parties 
working with and against multiple other parties. Additionally, 
Humanitarian operations involve the military, civilian 
government, NGOs, etc. trying to provide assistance to the 
civilians, who act as a pseudo-AP in this context. Here, the 
relationship is skewed as an N:1, signifying multiple parties 
working to assist a single party. 

Table 2 above illustrates how organizational structures can 
help or hinder information flow in very general terms. One 
reason to consider these relationships is that the structure of the 

relationship alters the information workflow entirely. 
Furthermore, the composition of organizations in either party 
affects the overall structure. 

Combat operations imply the existence of a unified 
command structure within the FP/AP military that is conducive 
to a self-sustaining information workflow. For most competent 
militaries with signals intelligence capabilities, extracting 
externally sourced information is quite simple. The only wild 
card in their process is the collection of information from AP 
defectors/FP sympathizers. There will always be people ready 
to provide information but the ability to provide information is 
fraught with risks, up to and including death, which directly 
impacts one’s willingness to share the information. While the 
threat is most relevant to AP defectors, the presence of any risk 
adversely affects willingness to share information unless the 
defector’s reward outweighs any potential risk. 

In PKSOs, there are a number of organizations from both 
parties that are present in a theater of operations, each with 
their own agendas and priorities. It is not inconceivable to 
imagine organizations within the same party with conflicting 
interests. In such operations, the structure is much more diverse 
as some organizations have varying levels of autonomy and 
abilities to process timely and sensitive information. In 
addition, the PKSO mission is meant to create conditions for 
lasting peace and to establish government entities that can 
provide essential services. While there are far more open 
avenues for information sharing between parties within 
PKSOs, there are just as many pitfalls. For instance, 
individuals that might share information are not always 
guaranteed that information they provide will be used 
exclusively to benefit the provider, the informant, and not the 
recipient, the organization. More specifically, village elders 
that share information about Taliban threats with an NGO 
focused on water might not directly be able to impact their own 
security. While individuals who intend to share information 
have access to organizations, their willingness and ability to 
share information would understandability be fraught with an 
uncertainty about the level and sources of risk. This is in stark 
contrast with combat operations where there is ample risk and 
it is known to exist from one or more sources. Furthermore, 
peacekeeping operations require impartiality in a hostile 
environment where the actors are known but their motives are 
difficult to discern [9]. 

Humanitarian operations in its simplest form have 
relatively less formal structures overall, as most agencies 
within the operation specialize in their tasks. As discussed 
earlier, the military mainly takes responsibility for making the 
first presence and establishing security while other 
organizations, such as the Red Cross, are entrusted with 
impartially distributing aid. In an ideal humanitarian operation, 
the main goal for a multitude of organizations composing the 
FP is to provide aid to the victims of natural or man-made 
disaster(s), there is generally little ill-will. As they provide 
assistance to those who need it most, it is generally received 
positively when conducted impartially. As Eriksson notes, 
women and children are much more willing to share 
information during these types of operations [9]. A simple 
explanation is that sharing information might prevent the 



assisting organizations from enduring any undue difficulty 
themselves. 

In regards to impartiality, based on our decade of 
experience in counterinsurgency, it is very subjective and 
changes entirely based on the person/group making the 
assessment. While humanitarian operations are not identical to 
a counterinsurgency, foul play on the part of the relief 
organizations, local government or international aid groups, 
during challenging circumstances can foment political unrest 
that could turn violent based on geopolitical nuances. 

Based on these complications, one can infer that conveying 
the challenges that relationships and structures inherent to these 
operations can and will pose a natural challenge to developing 
a dataset. Simply put, the C-SXIR dataset needs to utilize 
existing methodologies present within the Intelligence 
Preparation of the Battlefield (IPB) to assess informational 
sources based on their ability to provide insight to help gain a 
comprehensive operational/intellignce picture. This 
information-centric methodology can be scaled to cover. In 
order to scale with competing interests and objectives, the 
dataset should include a list of other actors within each of the 
three types of operations and the information available to them. 
The presentation of this information is where C-SXIR shows 
its complexity: it can either provide all known information to 
the analyst providing an omniscient perspective or it can 
provide glimpses into other organizations’ available 
information in the form of interagency memoranda. These 
memoranda offer a glimpse into the complexities of 
interagency conflicts that accurately mirror and can help 
evaluate an analysis that can provide a depth of assessment 
beyond a true and false. Furthermore, we posit that 
incorporating such detail will establish C-SXIR (the 3BW 
dataset) as a true successor to SYNCOIN. 

Conceptualizing the 3BW in order to anticipate analytic 
challenges most likely encountered in future conflict begins 
with ongoing structural and informational shifts among 
organizations engaged in contemporary operating 
environments. These shifts have affected intelligence processes 
to the extent that traditional paradigms can no longer be 
assumed as effective when applied to the range of operations 
full spectrum operations presents [10].  Recent changes in 
operational practices have spurred modifications to intelligence 
structures and information sharing and analytic procedures that 
must be considered. 

COIN and contemporary peacekeeping and humanitarian 
operations have recently demonstrated operational 
developments likely an aspect of operations within 3BW 
environment. The simultaneous engagement in concurrent lines 
of operations, including offensive/defensive military 
operations, stability oriented economic reconstruction projects, 
and humanitarian assistance programs, feature as essential 
aspects of the 3BW concept [11]. Engaging simultaneously 
across such multiple lines of operations opens new challenges, 
especially as multiple organizational actors will be required to 
act in concert. Necessitating capacities for inter-organizational 
cooperation and integration, the informational considerations 
of these diverse operations begin with imperatives for 
consolidating relevant information from diverse collection 

processes [12]. This becomes more problematic considering 
shifts toward distributed operations and geographically-
sensitive intelligence requirements [13] [14]. 

As a consequence, both military and civilian organizations 
have begun re-conceptualizing information-sharing 
architectures as networks as opposed to aggregative, vertically 
integrated collection and analysis structures [15] [10]. The 
distributed decision-making envisioned in Krulak’s 3BW 
serves as the impetus for reconfiguring intelligence sharing 
within a network structure. Intelligence collection traditionally 
proceeds from local actors who report to higher-level 
command units which then aggregate, analyze, and then 
appropriately disseminate information to appropriate lower-
level elements. Network-centric information-sharing displaces 
the vertical, regulated information flow by allowing any actor 
both push and pull informational capacities. Restructuring 
information sharing in this way expands organizational data 
access, leading to improved situational awareness [15]. 
Network architectures for information sharing across intra and 
inter-organizational divisions accompanies increasing amounts 
of accessible data and, following from the significance of civil 
considerations in 3BW operational environments, greater 
collection focuses on open sources [12].  

Restructuring information sharing according to a networked 
architecture also contributes to changes in the intelligence 
cycle of organizations. Displacing vertically integrated 
structures, the tempo of network-centric collection and analysis 
processes becomes closely tied to local operational cycles and 
problem-driven taskings. Returning to the “strategic corporal” 
metaphor, a 3BW operational environment demands effective 
and informed decision-making among distributed units at the 
lowest levels of command. Accordingly, local units must be 
allowed expanded access to intelligence resources while 
simultaneously compressing intelligence feedback loops 
between collection and analysis. These drivers contribute to 
continuous, free-flowing intelligence cycles wherein tradeoffs 
are made between traditional analytical vetting and the 
accessibility of potentially decisive, “just in time” intelligence  
[15]. Anticipating the information elements of the 3BW 
requires consideration of these contemporary developments to 
intelligence structures and information sharing practices. 

B. Impact of media on operations 
The information space of future conflict will be defined by 

the omnipresence of news media. Gen. Krulak’s original 
conception of the 3BW described a new actor, the “strategic 
corporal,” on the condition of an increasing presence and 
attention of the global media [3]. This magnification of local, 
individual actions such that they constitute strategic effects 
indicated a burgeoning informational dynamic that would 
feature centrally in conflicts following the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001 against the World Trade Center, and the 
initiation of the global war on terror [16]. Subsequent 
experiences have demonstrated that the media constitute an 
essential information element of contemporary conflict [10] 
[17]. As such, they demand analytic attention and, 
consequently, recommend inclusion as aspects of the proposed 
dataset.  Media considerations generally revolve around altered 
dynamics of media presence, the increasing importance of 



information operations, and new temporal considerations 
extending from media cycles. 

Hall and Graham posit that media, especially social media, 
needs to play a much larger role within the continuous process 
of IPB while evaluating the human terrain [18]. Their concern 
lies stems from the fact that social media is generally relegated 
to a lower priority source of information, despite the 
importance of the human terrain. Various matrices and charts, 
part and parcel of the IPB process, highlight the need to 
understand the human terrain through various data sources. 
However, the relative lack of evolution within IPB to 
incorporate social media hampers commanders’ and battle 
staff’s understanding of the battlefield and creates a lack of a 
unified methodology to approach the data to extract the most 
relevant and actionable intelligence. The main reason for its 
importance is that the presence of social media on the 
battlefield adds another informational dimension to conflict-
space as it enables a new group of actors to report information 
in a decentralized manner. Whether first-hand accounts 
emanating from within the conflict space or second-hand 
responses from the outside the wire, social media has enabled a 
street view of events that was not present when Gen. Krulak 
designated the strategic corporal as the epicenter of action and 
decision-making. Cori Dauber describes this evolution of 
warfare into its present state as a war on two fronts: “There is 
on the one hand the ground war, meaning the war that has to 
actually be won on the ground… [but] there is also the air war, 
meaning the war as it exists on the nation’s front pages and 
television screens” [19]. 

Dauber’s statements are entirely relevant in a day and age 
when Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) 
are becoming smaller, cheaper and widely accessible. Dauber 
refers to combat operations in Iraq where low cost labs, or 
opportunistic standers by, obtained footage in order to pass it 
on to American news media that aired footage without 
distinguishing professional footage from insurgent propaganda 
or crowd-sourced information. This divergence from traditional 
methods of gathering video footage and relying on vetted 
sources has great implications for troops involved in overseas 
operations. Most importantly, any action can be placed into a 
narrative supporting an opposing force’s ideology and must be 
considered prior to engaging with the local population. Since 
Dauber’s publication in 2009, much has changed in the social 
media landscape as many more services have proliferated into 
the hands of the public thus placing an extensive amount of 
stress on uniformed actors operating in areas that are known to 
be hostile information spaces. One important distinction to note 
is that the idea of hostile information spaces (ISs) as being 
friendly or hostile can change based on which of the “three 
blocks”, or type of operation, is being conducted. There are no 
hard and fast rules that combat operations will always be 
hostile ISs and humanitarian operations will be friendly ISs. 
The dynamics of the operational space will dictate relations 
between the military and the populace in the IS, placing heavy 
demands on the “strategic corporal” as a key component to 
winning future conflicts. 

The strategic corporal continues as a useful metaphor for 
the changing dynamics of media presence during contemporary 
conflict. In the conflation of the tactical and the strategic, 

individual actions heighten in their potential significance 
[17][13]. While adroit tactical-level decision-making must 
mitigate opportunities for damaging media coverage that may 
jeopardize larger organizational operations, new information 
requirements extend from engagement considerations with 
local or embedded media personnel. These opportunities are 
increasingly ubiquitous as the capacities of both professional 
and personal information and communications technologies 
currently enable wide dissemination of multimedia across 
global digital networks. 

Recent COIN operations have additionally highlighted the 
importance of information operations, a central aspect of which 
involves the “integration of designated information-related 
capabilities in order to synchronize themes, messages, and 
actions with operations” [20]. In the context of full spectrum 
operations, Metz et al. (2006) recommend prioritizing 
information operations and public relations as integral lines of 
operation in contribution to operational and strategic objectives 
[21]. Crucial to operational effectiveness is the coordination 
between physical decision-making and shaping operations in 
the information space [22]. Considering information operations 
as central to the concept of the 3BW expands the operational 
environment to “information spaces” that are understood as 
directly impacting operations within physical domains. 

Lastly, the changing character of media presence and the 
importance of information operations point to a new aspect 
likely affecting a 3BW environment: media cycles. The latter 
refers to the temporally dynamic processes characterizing 
media activity in its relation to the operational environment. 
Media cycles present critical information elements as they 
contribute to the operational and strategic goals of 
organizations. For example, the effect of a terrorist attack 
becomes magnified in relation to politically sensitive dates, 
such as an important election, as a consequence of the 
synchronicity between temporal events and news media 
activities. Understanding news media cycles as potential threat 
indicators becomes crucial to hybrid operations as exemplified 
in the 3BW concept [23]. 

The question then presents itself as to how these 
requirements translate to the construction of a synthetic dataset. 
In this regard, considerations of news media capacities, social 
media, personnel, and operational courses of action should be 
incorporated as data elements. Analytical possibilities would 
then be afforded such that media elements feature alongside, 
for example, considerations of terrain, weather, and enemy as 
described in IPB. 

In addition, a 3BW/ C-SXIR dataset should constitute data 
of not only synthetic, “physical” spaces, actors, and events but 
also the information spaces to which they dynamically 
correspond. Incorporating press releases and news media at 
local, national, and international levels, in addition to other 
varieties of disseminated media (electronic, broadcast, and 
print), along with social media commentary and first-person 
reporting, offer possibilities to account for the information 
space recursively shaped and shaping an operational 
environment. Lastly, consideration of the temporal correlations 
between events, locations, and media activities within the 
dataset opens possibilities to modeling the strategies of actors 



and organizations likely featured in a 3BW operational 
environment. 

While it is relatively straightforward to incorporate verified 
sources of information, the increasing importance of open 
source media problematizes effective collection and analysis. 
While it is very important to note the extent of falsifiability of 
self-reported information, social media affordances for local, 
crowd-sourced information will feature as a critical 
informational dimension of future operating environments. 
Multiple challenges exist in this respect. For example, as social 
media extensively relies on existing ICT infrastructures to 
provide first person reporting or crowd-sourced media of local 
events, burdens on available bandwidth can prevent reporting 
from all relevant local sources. This coincides with the ability 
of non-local actors to contribute information on an event from 
another location, thereby challenging analysts needing to parse 
immense volumes of unstructured data to glean useful 
localized knowledge that can be translated to actionable 
intelligence. 

C. Cultural Awareness 
A final aspect of the 3BW must be addressed. It would not 

seem especially innovative to claim all information as culture-
bound. Nevertheless, the implications of such a claim, as they 
relate to organizational requirements and capabilities, become 
more significant. In any operational environment and spanning 
the spectrum of operations, local culture conditions the 
information space, processes of collection, and analytic 
capabilities. Flynn et al. (2010) argues that intelligence in a 
3BW operational environment must shift from focuses on the 
enemy and to detailed socioeconomic and cultural assessments 
of regions [13]. This argument would be deemed unnecessary 
for humanitarian operations if not for a relative lack of 
allocated intelligence resources [9]. In short, as information 
remains bound within complex sociocultural contexts, cultural 
fluency becomes an essential aspect of operations. 

Cultural learning has been stressed as a central aspect of 
preparation for a 3BW operational environment. As the levels 
of decision-making, intelligence collection and media scrutiny 
increasingly concentrate on tactical-level actors, there has been 
argued for the concomitant development of cultural and 
linguistic familiarity among such actors [24][23].  Maj. Gen. 
Scales (2004) emphasizes “culture-centric warfare” in response 
to experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan. This model similarly 
demands not only pushing intelligence functions down the 
chain of command, but enabling those personnel with greater 
cultural education such that tactical-level intelligence 
embedded in local, cultural contexts may be more effectively 
collected. 

The expansion of cultural concerns follows also from the 
increased necessity for multinational cooperation, teamwork, 
and training [25][11][26]. Humanitarian as well as 
peacekeeping and stability operations typically involve a 
multiplicity of organizations, population groups and subgroups, 
and the necessity for close inter-organizational or group 
interaction in order to accomplish operational objectives. 
Consequently, a high level of cultural fluency becomes critical 
to operational effectiveness. 

These cultural considerations remain relevant to likely 
scenarios of the 3BW and to the development of a C-SXIR 
T&E dataset modeling its information elements. In regard to 
the latter, contextualizing the operational environment in a 
region and language foreign to analysts using the dataset opens 
the possibility for cultural interaction and learning within the 
information space. Engagement with language, names, and 
places- as well as customs and practices relevant to a specific 
sociocultural region afford evaluation of aspects by which 
culture pervades and influences the analytic process. 

IV. CONCLUSION 
Ultimately, this paper is concerned with identifying the 

information requirements for the three-block war. Based on 
relevant literature, we have identified three critical factors that 
are applicable to all three types of operations in 3BW. These 
factors are based on the current literature and we anticipate a 
growth in the number of factors once deeper studies on the 
global war on terror reveal further factors relevant to the 
information space of future conflict. The purpose of this paper 
is to understand the informational requirements of the three- 
block war in order to develop a new test and evaluation dataset, 
C-SXIR. This paper identifies the foundational considerations 
for the creation of this dataset. The creation process will no 
doubt incorporate further informational elements, as they 
become known. This initial conceptualization requires further 
research and we hope this paper generates conversation around 
the subject in order to contribute to a greater understanding of 
the IPB of the information space. 
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