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Abstract 

 

The term hybrid warfare commonly refers to the unconventional methods of a multi-domain 
warfighting approach. It means the use of sophisticated methods aimed to disrupt and 

disable an opponent’s actions without engaging in open hostilities, and by keeping the level 

of conflict under the threshold of war. It has involved a combination of activities, including 
disinformation, economic manipulation, use of proxies and insurgencies, diplomatic 

pressure and military actions. Thus the term hybrid warfare is so far flexible. There are 

key points of the definition among Hungarian experts that are more or less agreed upon, 

also there are conceptions that are currently under debate. This paper makes an attempt 
to highlight which are those key factors that can be considered as a common opininon, and 

which are the notions that differ among scholars.   
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1. Possible definitions 

 

1.1. Notions in international literature 

First notion of the term was in the early 2000’s, when William Nemeth observed the tactics of 

operations carried out by local warriors in the Chechnyan wars. He recognized that the archaic 

social order of Chechnya resulted in a way of waging war in which the modern military discipline 

and tactics (based on the Soviet training and education) assimilated with the forms of armed 

violence from the era before early statehood. Modern weaponry and technology was used by the 

Chechnyan rebels, blended with warfare without any legal or moral restrictions.1  

In 2007, American defence researcher Frank Hoffman2 expanded on the terms “hybrid threat” and 

“hybrid warfare” to describe employing multiple, diverse tactics simultaneously against an 

opponent. 

 
1 Wiliam J. Nemeth: Future war and Chechnya: a case of hybrid warfare. Thesis, Naval Postgraduate School, 2002 
2 Frank G. Hoffman: Hybrid warfare and Challenges. Joint Force Quarterly, Issue 52, 1st quarte 2009. 

http://www.potomacinstitute.org/images/stories/publications/potomac_hybridwar_0108.pdf
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Hybrid warfare carried out by Russia or any other actors are different from that of Chechnyans, 

however, the use of legal and illegal acts of violence plays a key role in all of them, in terms of 

both theory and practice.3 

The meaning of the term was later expanded by John J. McCuen, who observed, based on the 

experience of the theaters of war in Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan, that the USA’s strategic aim 

should be the victory in not only in the physical, but also in the mental dimension. To reach this 

aim to convince the local population in the war theater and also maintaining the moral support of 

the homeland’s citizens are necessary.4 

 

1.2. A definition in international literature 

The Multinational Capability Development Campaign project states in its study that there is a 

consensus on the matter in one view: no one can understand and clearly define what hybrid warfare 

is, but the international community agrees that it is a problem. In order to solve a problem it first 

has to be understood, so the report tried to give a definition based on the international literature and 

empiric experience. According to the study’s Baseline Assessment hybrid warfare is “the 

synchronized use of multiple instruments of power tailored to specific vulnerabilities across the 

full spectrum of societal functions to achieve synergistic effects”. 

The Baseline Assessment concluded that hybrid warfare is asymmetric and uses multiple 

instruments of power along a horizontal and vertical axis, and to varying degrees shares an 

increased emphasis on creativity, ambiguity, and the cognitive elements of war. This sets hybrid 

warfare apart from an attrition-based approach to warfare where one matches the strength of the 

other, either qualitatively or quantitatively, to degrade the opponent’s capabilities.  5 

 

1.3.  Definitons in Hungarian literature 

According to István RESPERGER, Hybrid warfare is the flexible application of hard, medium and 

soft means and methods of regular (linear, conventional) and irregular (non-linear, non-

conventional) warfare, aimed to make the enemies state and armed forces non-operational and 

defenseless, and force our will to it, with the strategic aim of keeping the level of violence under 

the threshold of war during the conflict.6 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Jójárt, Krisztián: A hibrid hadviselés és a jövő háborúja, Haderőszervezés, -fejlesztés, Budapest, 2020/1., 5-19. p. 
4 McCuen, John J.:Hybrid Wars. Military Review, Vol. 88., No. 2., 2008.  
5 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/647776/dar_mcdc_

hybrid_warfare.pdf 
6  RESPERGER, Istv:án: A válságkezelés és hibrid hadviselés. Dialóg Campus Kiadó, Budapest, 2018, 21 
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hard means and methods 
operations of regular armed 

forces 

large scale operations of irregular 

armed forces 

operations of special forces 

terrorist attacks 

operations of national security 

medium means and methods 
small scale operations of 

irregular sub-units 

cyber-operations 

media activity 

psychological operations 

(PSYOPS) 

informational operations 

acts of organized crime 

soft means and methods 
embargo 

ecinomic pressure 

economic sanctions 

economic stimuli 

fiscal operations 

diplomatic actions and initiatives 

support of citizens, support of 

refugees 

humanitarian aid 

 

 

2. Descripitions in official documents 

 

Scholars have yet not made an exact definition. However, descriptions can be found in official 

documents:  

 

NATO’s Wales Summit Declaration states that in the hybrid threat composes of a wide range of 

overt and covert military, paramilitary, and civilian measures which are employed in a highly 

integrated design.  

The Summit declaration calls for the necessary tools and procedures required to deter and respond 

effectively to hybrid warfare threats, and endorses enhancing strategic communications, 

developing exercise scenarios in light of hybrid threats, and strengthening coordination between 

NATO and other organisations. 

 

An example of these measures is the establishment of the NATO-accredited Strategic 

Communications Centre of Excellence in Latvia. The alliance has tasked the work on hybrid 

warfare to be reviewed alongside the implementation of the Readiness Action Plan. 7 

 

 
7  Wales Summit Declaration Issued by the Heads of State and Government participating in the meeting of the 

North Atlantic Council in Wales https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm (time of download: 

2021.01.22.) 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm
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The EU sets a more detailed definiton: while definitions of hybrid threats vary and need to remain 

flexible to respond to their evolving nature, the concept aims to capture the mixture of coercive 

and subversive activity, conventional and unconventional methods (i.e. diplomatic, military, 

economic, technological), which can be used in a coordinated manner by state or non-state actors 

to achieve specific objectives while remaining below the threshold of formally declared warfare. 

There is usually an emphasis on exploiting the vulnerabilities of the target and on generating 

ambiguity to hinder decision-making processes. Massive disinformation campaigns, using social 

media to control the political narrative or to radicalise, recruit and direct proxy actors can be 

vehicles for hybrid threats.8 

 

 

3. Is it necessary to define at all? 

 

3.1. Definitons are self-limiting 

 

KISS Álmos Péter thinks that all above definitons are self-limiting, because they attempt to give 

the short, precise and exhaustively listed definiton of a kind of warfare, that is forming its shape 

even as we speak. Hybrid warfare is continously adapting to the operational environment, and 

always showing new characteristics – it is an extremely complex threat.9 

 

3.2. Better to to describe than define 

 

Nathan FREIER holds the corresponding opinion that all definitions are self-limiting, and it is more 

useful to describe this phenomena than to define it.  

 

For this reason it much more useful to describe the hybrid threrat than to define it, and the response 

that can be given to it. 

 

So it is paramount to increased defense appreciation for the operating environment is not “one 

time” precision in defining hybrid warfare but instead a continously active discussion of this ever-

growing universe of complex defense-relevant challenges.  

 

This requires active, adaptive learning where defense strategists persistently examine and adjust 

defense priorities to external security conditions that themselves are moving targets. This is a tall 

order for a bureaucracy that values and rewards order and predictability. In truth, the defense 

enterprise should avoid over-thinking hybrid warfare altogether, focusing instead on responding to 

the environment’s complexity and the defense response to it.10 

 

 

 
8  JOINT COMMUNICATION TO THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND THE COUNCIL Joint Framework 

on countering hybrid threats a European Union https:// eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52016JC0018&from=HU  (time of download: 2021.01.22.) 
9  KISS Álmos Péter: A hibrid hadviselés természetrajza, Haderőszervezés-fejlesztés, Budapest, 2019/4. 
10  FREIER, Nathan: Hybrid threats and challenges: Describe…Don’t define Small Wars Journal, 2009. 

http://smallwarsjournal.com/blog/journal/docs-temp/343-freier.pdf (date of download: 2021.01.22.) 
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4. Conclusions and recommendations 

Hybrid warfare is designed to exploit national vulnerabilities across the MPECI (military, political, 

economic, civilian and informational) sectors. 

Therefore, as a minimum national, governments should conduct a self-assessment of critical 

functions and vulnerabilities across all sectors, and maintain it regularly.  

National efforts should enhance traditional threat assessment activity to include non-conventional 

MPECI tools and capabilities. Crucially, this analysis must consider how these means of attack 

may be formed into a synchronized attack package tailored to the specific vulnerabilities of its 

target. 

National governments should establish and embed a process to lead and coordinate a national 

approach of self-assessment and threat analysis. This process should direct comprehensive cross-

government efforts to understand, detect and respond to hybrid threats. 

Hybrid threats are an international issue – the response should be too. National governments should 

coordinate a coherent approach amongst themselves to understand, detect and respond to hybrid 

warfare to their collective interests. Multinational frameworks – preferably using existing 

institutions and processes – should be developed to facilitate cooperation and collaboration across 

borders. 
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