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The Battlefield

Your partner government appears solid until a crisis reveals that six months of narrative
conditioning has eroded domestic support for regional action. Your crisis response timeline
assumes shared situational awareness, but deepfake videos create divergent operational
pictures across allied capitals. Your deterrence sighaling depends on adversaries believing
certain actions trigger responses, but cognitive operations convinced their leadership your
alliance will fracture under pressure.

This is not theoretical future warfare. It is the current operating environment in the Indo-Pacific
where adversaries have invested heavily in capabilities that target perception, trust, and
decision-making in the same way that they have deliberately targeted military infrastructure. The
emergence of artificial intelligence, social media ecosystems, and real-time synthetic media has

transformed how quickly and precisely perception can be weaponized. What has been
recognized about the centrality of mind in conflict now operates at machine speed across

borders, platforms, and languages simultaneously.


https://hal.science/hal-03635889/document
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/perspectives/PE100/PE198/RAND_PE198.pdf
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This creates a specific problem for ally and partner networks as adversaries can degrade
alliance cohesion, complicate coordinated response, and gain operational advantage without
crossing kinetic thresholds that trigger treaty obligations. The challenge is not future preparation
but current recognition of terrain already being contested.

How it Works Operationally

Taiwan Strait, six months before an operation. Synthetic media circulates showing U.S. Navy
personnel making disparaging comments about host nation populations. Forensically
sophisticated with matching voice patterns and authentic metadata. Simultaneously,
algorithmic content farms generate economic analyses emphasizing conflict costs, seeded
across media ecosystems in allied capitals. Academic conferences amplify themes questioning
alliance reliability. A mixture of genuine and manufactured economic research examines
whether Taiwan’s status justifies military risk.

By operation time, public opinion in allied capitals shifts 15-20% against the intervention, host
nation officials express private concerns about U.S. commitment, and media narratives
emphasize division rather than shared interest. Ally and partner response is delayed 48-72 hours
while partners reconcile incompatible domestic political realities shaped by months of
information operations that remains undetected because intelligence collection is focused on
kinetic indicators. Adversary gains initiative during the coordination gap.

In the South China Sea, hours make a difference. A collision occurs between vessels in
contested waters. Eight minutes later, a deepfake video circulates showing a U.S. liaison officer
ordering aggressive maneuvers before impact. Regional news outlets run the story within 20
minutes, before any official statement. Forensic analysis confirms deepfake three hours later,
but the narrative has already taken hold across multiple information ecosystems. Partner
coordination is delayed 4-6 hours while partners verify ground truth. Crisis response protocols
designed for shared situational awareness operate in environment of manufactured divergence.

Southeast Asia, 12-week window. A treaty ally faces economic pressure to distance from U.S.
positions. Coordinated information operations amplify historical exploitation narratives,
emphasize trade dependency, and question U.S. commitment shifting domestic opinion
measurably. Government begins hedging in multilateral forums. Other partners start to notice
and trust questions emerge. Like dominoes, each partner’s hedging influences other partners
and reinforces the incentive to hedge. Alliance architecture and collective defense posture
erodes incrementally over three short months without overt defection, without treaty violation,
without kinetic action.
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Three characteristics define this operating environment.

1. Asingle operation crosses all boundaries simultaneously targeting domestic audiences,
forward-deployed units, partner governments, and neutral third parties within hours.

2. Attribution is deliberately obscured through synthetic personas, Al-generated content,
coordinated inauthentic behavior, creating ambiguity about responsibility and whether

attackis occurring.

3. Effects accumulate before warning indicators trigger. Perception shifts manifest slowly at
first, then move suddenly once a threshold is reached. Only when a crisis forces leaders
to make decisions do they discover their assumptions have already been reshaped by
influence they never detected.

Adversary Approach: The Chinese Model

PLA doctrine treats cognitive operations as a fully integrated line of operation, not a supporting
effort. The “Three Warfares” framework coordinates public opinion warfare, psychological
warfare, and legal warfare to shape domestic and international perceptions, erode decision-
maker confidence, degrade regional cohesion, establish normative constraints on adversary
options, and expand Chinese freedom of action.

South China Sea incidents demonstrate this integration. Legal claims are amplified through
diplomatic channels, psychological operations target allied decision-makers, and public opinion
campaigns shape third-party perceptions, and all are synchronized before and during kinetic
operations. The objective is not persuading audiences of particular truths but preventing
consensus from forming, especially among alliances where coordinated action depends on
shared interpretation. When allied response is delayed, diluted, or fragmented, the initiating
actor gains time and maneuver space, regardless of whether narratives are eventually
discredited.

This approach degrades traditional deterrence mechanisms. Capability signaling becomes
ambiguous when influence operations convince partner publics that U.S. forces are unreliable
despite visible carrier presence. Attack thresholds become unclear when partners disagree on
whether an incident occurred or who bears responsibility. Cost imposition loses credibility when
exposed campaigns continue shaping perceptions despite attribution. Alliance cohesion, the
foundation of extended deterrence, becomes the primary target.
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Framework for Operating in This Environment

Ally and partner operations in contested information environments require understanding three
interdependent functions. These are not new capabilities to build but recognition of terrain
already being contested and how it affects mission execution.

Cognitive Domain Awareness means understanding what information operations are targeting
regional decision-making, how they are being conducted, and what effects they are achieving.
This involves activities such as, identifying coordinated inauthentic behavior before saturation,
distinguishing organic opinion shifts from manufactured perception, determining operation
origins despite deliberate obfuscation, inferring strategic objectives, and assessing which
populations or institutions are being targeted through which channels.

In alliance context, this function faces asymmetry. Major allies possess sophisticated monitoring
infrastructure while smaller partners may lack independent assessment capacity. Intelligence
sharing protocols navigate classification constraints. Analytic methodologies vary across
partners, producing different interpretations of identical data. The operational question is
whether the collective operates on a compatible threat picture or whether information
asymmetries create coordination gaps adversaries exploit during crisis windows.

Command and Control Resilience means protecting decision-making integrity when
adversaries target information flows, trusted sources, and coordination mechanisms. This
involves validating contested inputs under time pressure, recognizing cognitive biases
adversaries exploit in decision-makers, maintaining verified communication channels insulated
from manipulation, and ensuring diverse sources of decision support to prevent single points of
failure.

In an allies and partners context, each member retains sovereign decision processes with
different institutional cultures and risk tolerances. Crisis communication protocols typically
assume information integrity. When senior leader communications are deepfaked, when
partners receive contradictory intelligence, when trusted channels are questioned, standard
procedures face conditions they were not designed to handle. The operational question is
whether collective decision-making remains coherent when informational foundations are
deliberately degraded.

Narrative Responsiveness means maintaining the ability to interpret strategic narratives,
anticipate adversary framing, and preserve regional thematic coherence. This involves tracking
how events are framed across information ecosystems, predicting likely narrative trajectories
based on adversary doctrine and behavior patterns, determining when and how to engage based
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on strategic calculation rather than reflexive reaction, and ensuring communications reflect
compatible principles even when emphasizing different aspects.

In regional context, partners have different domestic political constraints that produce
incompatible messaging. Time required for coordination often exceeds windows where response
would be effective. Current PAO coordination typically activates during crisis, but adversary
narrative operations begin months before, shaping the terrain on which crisis unfolds. The
operational question is whether the alliance maintains thematic coherence or whether divergent
national narratives create exploitable contradictions.

These functions operate across structural realities of alliance politics. For instance, legal
frameworks vary since operations permissible in one jurisdiction may be prohibited in another.
Intelligence sharing faces classification barriers. Partners may detect threats they cannot fully
explain to allies. Institutional timelines may mismatch operational tempo. Cognitive operations
often move faster than coordination mechanisms designed for deliberate processes.
Vulnerability is typically asymmetric. Partners face different exposure based on information
ecosystem openness, linguistic accessibility, and domestic polarization. Resource capacity is
different everywhere. And lastly, smaller partners may lack infrastructure for independent
monitoring. All of these issues can create dependencies that adversaries can exploit.

Implications for Planning and Policy

Intelligence preparation of the battlefield in the cognitive domain needs more than identifying
adversary messaging or cataloging disinformation incidents. It requires understanding what
narratives already structure domestic discourse in partner nations, how adversary doctrine
exploits those narratives, which regional seams are most exposed to manipulation, and what
observable indicators suggest that cognitive shaping is already influencing partner decision-
making. This form of preparation treats perception, trust, and legitimacy as features of the
operating environment rather than as downstream effects of information activity.

Planning assumptions must reflect this terrain. Regional collaborators should expect partners to
perceive threats differently, to delay coordination while verifying contested information, and to
qguestion even previously trusted communication channels under cognitive pressure. Exercises
should therefore include cognitive-domain injects as a matter of routine. Red teams need to be
conducting influence operations during wargames, deepfaking and manipulating
communications requiring authentication, and using scenarios in which divergent threat
perceptions must be reconciled before action can proceed. These are not hypothetical edge
cases; they reflect conditions already observed in contemporary crises.
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Peacetime coordination mechanisms create the norm for routine crisis performance, but they
don’t surface adequate warning signals. If Cognitive Domain Awareness (CDA) can be shared
before a crisis, it will enable a common interpretive baseline. Narrative monitoring is an essential
component during peacetime and planning phases that permits shaping activity to be detected
early rather than retroactively explained. Likewise, trusted and verified communication channels
must be exercised before they are needed, not validated under pressure. Most critically,
decision-makers must develop familiarity with cognitive-domain conditions through routine
exposure, rather than encountering them for the first time during crisis escalation.

Policy recognition enables these adaptations without demanding structural upheaval.
Recognition, in this context, means accepting that perception can be deliberately targeted to
generate strategic advantage even when falsehoods are later exposed. It also insinuates that

cognitive effects manifest before conventional warning indicators are triggered, and that tools
effective in kinetic or cyber domains operate under different constraints in cognitive space. This
recognition provides a sufficient foundation for resourcing, institutional adjustment, and
educational integration without requiring doctrinal reinvention or organizational disruption.

Conclusion

The cognitive domain is not a future challenge. It is a present operating reality in the Indo-Pacific,
where adversaries have invested systematically in capabilities designed to shape perception,
erode trust, and influence decision-making. The framework presented here based on Cognitive
Domain Awareness, Command and Control Resilience, and Narrative Responsiveness, offers a
way to understand terrain that is already being contested and to assess how it affects operations
with allies and partners.

Empirical evidence shows that cognitive operations degrade deterrence credibility, complicate
coordination with allies and partners, and directly affect mission execution. The operational
question is not whether these effects exist, but how collaborative planning processes,
intelligence preparation, and coordination mechanisms account for them. The policy question is
whether current approaches acknowledge the conditions under which perception itself
becomes contested space requiring explicit attention in strategic planning.

As adversaries weaponize information at scale, the ability of allies and partners to act together in
physical domains increasingly depends on their ability to collectively perceive truth in the
cognitive security domain. That recognition shapes how intelligence prepares the battlefield,
how planners develop contingencies, how exercises build readiness, and how policy enables
adaptation. This is not a call for revolutionary transformation, but for disciplined adjustment to
terrain that is already being contested.
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