
 

(U) ANNEX I: JOINT SOF CORE COMPETENCIES 

 
(U) There is more to sustaining a competitive advantage than acquiring hardware; we 

must gain and sustain an intellectual overmatch as well…This cannot be achieved 

without substantially enhancing the cognitive capacities of joint warfighters to conceive, 

design, and implement strategies and campaigns to integrate capabilities globally, defeat 

competitors in contests we have not yet imagined, and respond to activity short of armed 

conflict in domains already being contested…The 21st Century demands American 

officers be far better educated and more capable of directing and integrating the 

Nation’s military instrument. The intellectual capabilities described above are developed 

over a career and not as a result of episodic educational opportunities, especially when 

those opportunities are neither current nor rigorous.  – Developing Today’s Joint 

Officers for Tomorrow’s Ways of War: The Joint Chiefs of Staff Vision and Guidance 

for Professional Military Education and Talent Management, 01 May 2020 

 

(U) Background 

 

(U) The 2021 Interim National Security Strategy Guidance (INSSG) emphasizes the importance 

of Special Operations Forces (SOF) as uniquely capable to conduct counter-terror and 

unconventional warfare operations to better support U.S. competitiveness in the “gray zone.”  

However, the nature of international conflict and changing geopolitical competition arena are 

challenging SOF’s traditional roles, missions, and identities with the emergence of compounded 

and complex security threats that “cloud” an already “gray” environment.  SOF’s “rebalance” in 

an era of great power competition requires nothing short of comprehensive, outcomes-based 

military education (OBME), across the learning continuum, leading with active field research 

and service outreach that translates education to operational and strategic outcomes.  Responding 

to and preparing for what is a new era for SOF and special operations (SO) or a ‘Fourth Age’ of 

SOF requires equally complex and compounded solutions, leveraging Joint, Interagency, 

International, Multinational, and Civilian (JIIM-C) capabilities and capacities to secure 

positional advantage over adversaries.   

 

(U) Since its formation in September 2000, the Joint Special Operations University (JSOU) has 

adapted to the needs of the Nation, US Special Operations Combatant Command (USSOCOM) 

Headquarters, Special Operations Forces (SOF) Component Commanders, Theater Special 

Operations Commands (TSOC), and U.S. allies & partners to educate Joint-Combined SOF (JC-

SOF).  As the only US Combatant Command with a dedicated university as a Direct Reporting 

Unit Education (DRU-E) Activity, USSOCOM’s JSOU has a unique and peculiar role, with a 

mission to prepare SOF professionals to address strategic and operational challenges, arming 

them with the ability to think through problems with knowledge, insight, and foresight.  As SOF 

enters its Fourth Age, JSOU has mapped a full-professional lifecycle development course to 

navigate and prepare JC-SOF professionals to address the compound character of security threats 

and the global compound security dilemma.  Foundational to this “cradle to SOF 4 Life” 

education and leader preparation and development lifecycle are five (5) Joint-Combined SOF 

Core Competency Knowledge Arenas, recently “discovered” through a 22-month long (and 



 

running) curricula review; “Joint” SOF core competencies previously “gapped” in SOF doctrine 

and cannon.   

(U) Figure I-1 – Joint-Combined SOF Core Competencies 

 

(U) The core competencies are fundamental to achieve intellectual overmatch through JIIM-C 

design and integrated statecraft applications of Special Operations and Special Operations Forces 

in the context of Irregular Warfare and “gray zoning”. Underpinning efforts is the realization that 

conducting and completing an effective “strategic rebalance” in SOF Education, Leader 

Preparation, and Leader Development Matters must ensure SOF’s long and hard-fought for 

expertise and experience in the applications of the slice of the “counter-force mission sets” of the 

classic 12-core activities during the Global War on Terror-era is not lost, forgotten, pivoted, or 

shifted away from.  It is an enlarging of the context and (re)discovering and contemporizing 

SOF’s longer and more diverse heritage of use, utility, and identity for overmatching the 

challenges to the Nation’s Interests in and under the conditions of the era of great power 

competition, where such a strategic rebalance will prove successful.  SOF is in a unique position 

to reconsider its 12 core activities, across the full spectrum of cooperation-competition-conflict 

and war – a strategic rebalance of SOF use and utility facilitated through the review of the classic 

core activities, and the consideration of possible new task requirements, viewed through the 

“lenses” of these newly identified joint-combined SOF core competencies. 

 

(U) Joint-Combined SOF Core Competencies1  

All Fourth Age SOF professionals must have competency in the five joint-combined SOF core 

knowledge arenas.  

 

(U) Competency: Commonly define the applied skills and knowledge that enable people 

to successfully perform in professional, educational, and other life contexts.   

 

(U) Outcome: A very specific statement that describes exactly what a 

student/[professional] will be able to do in some measurable way. There may be more 

than one measurable outcome defined for a given competency. 

 

 
1Kennedy, Declan & Hyland, Áine & Ryan, N.. (2009). Learning outcomes and competencies. Using Learning 
Outcomes: Best of the Bologna Handbook. 33. 59-76. 

Joint-Combined SOF Core Competencies

Joint SOF Support to:

➢Resilience & Resistance

➢Strategic Influence Thru Informational Advantage 

➢Strategic Intelligence & Emergent Technology

➢Leadership & the Joint SOF Professional Ethos 

➢Design-based Integrative Campaigning & Statecraft



 

(U) As SOF defines itself as a ‘profession’ in the Fourth Age, clearly articulating the needed 

behaviors or “competencies” is critical.  Provided for each core competency is a brief narrative 

followed by the associated Program Learning Outcomes.  

   

(U) 1. Joint SOF Support to Resistance and Resilience  

 

(U) This competency seeks to orient SOF professionals towards ‘positive aims’ that reinforce our 

democratic values and the ideas that underpin our conceptions of political sovereignty and 

territorial integrity, the very cornerstones of the international system we seek to strengthen in our 

strategic competition with China and Russia as disruptor states, and other malign actors. SOF 

does this by helping allies and partners in their efforts to build national resilience and resistance 

against predatory subversive ‘gray zone’ threats, and by helping to shape a mutually beneficial 

security environment through our foreign assistance and security cooperation programs. As far 

back as its origins in World War II, support of National Resistance and Resilience Operations 

has long been a core competency of Special Operations; cornerstone to SOF’s use and utility as 

an early indications and warning, strong-pointing, and ‘rheostat’ capability for Nation.   

 

(U) Upon completion of the program, students will: 

a. (U) Comprehend the nature and character of irregular warfare in the 21st Century 

as it relates to current and emergent operational environments.  

b. (U) Analyze the determinants (root causes) of state fragility and its relationship to 

national and international resilience and resistance within the context of strategic 

estimate generation. 

c. (U) Evaluate the strategies and tactics, techniques, and procedures of adversary 

threats to allies and partners below the threshold of armed conflict to counter 

threats and tailor support to allies and partners accordingly. 

d. (U) Create integrative statecraft solutions for Compound Security Problems based 

on the historical application of SOF Support to Resilience and Resistance. 

e. (U) Demonstrate advanced cognitive and communication skills employing agile, 

critical, creative, systematic, and innovative thought. 

 

(U) 2. Joint SOF Support to (and enabled by) Strategic Influence Thru Information Advantage  

 

(U) This competency integrates the changes to Joint Publication 1- Doctrine for the Armed 

Forces of the United States, that established Information as the seventh joint function. This 

competency enables SOF professionals to manage and apply information and its deliberate 

integration with other joint functions to influence relevant-actor perceptions, behavior, action or 

inaction, and human and automated decision making. Furthermore, this competency provides 

critical capabilities to the Department of Defense in the Information Related Capabilities and is 

inherently JIIM-C in that the information environment is not confined to just the Department of 



 

Defense. As such, this pathway provides opportunities to learn, study and discover across the 

JIIM-C information landscape. 

(U) Upon completion of the program, students will: 

a. (U) Generate methods to employ SOF to create strategic influence in support of 

national security objectives. 

b. (U) Generate a plan to achieve Information Advantage (IA) that enables strategic 

and effective operations in the joint environment.  

c. (U) Generate original ideas, plans, solutions, and work products which extend the 

boundaries of knowledge and/or practice in their field.  

d. (U) Design work products that make effective use of both qualitative and 

quantitative research methods in support of superior information-related analytics.  

e. (U) Evaluate the informational, physical, and human aspects of the target 

information environment to gain an understanding of current, emerging, and 

future conditions.  

f. (U) Develop a wide range of partnerships to leverage an information advantage, 

persuade allies to take desired actions, and more effectively support IO missions. 

 

(U) 3. Joint SOF Support to (and enabled by) Strategic Intelligence and Emergent Technology  

 

(U) This competency enables SOF professionals to appreciate the rapid advance of technologies 

and how it influences the compound security environment, while simultaneously identifying 

ways to exploit technology, intelligence, and related partnerships across the Cooperation-

Competition-Conflict-War spectrum. This competency ensures SOF professionals link emerging 

technology with strategic and operational intelligence, meaning how they interrelate and impact 

one another and impact SOF leader-operator decision-making and risk management, within the 

scope of SOF’s global mission set.  

 

(U) Upon completion of the program, students will: 

a. (U) Evaluate cultural, structural, technological, and historical explanations for 

why intelligence organizations evolved and the results of these evolutions. 

b. (U) Evaluate the SOF intelligence and broader U.S./partner intelligence 

enterprises and the role of intelligence in U.S. National Security within 

contemporary history. 

c. (U) Apply SOF intelligence capabilities ‘full continuum’ in collaboration with 

interagency, partners, and/or allies. 

d. (U) Produce anticipatory risks and benefits of intelligence related technologies in 

a future security environment.  

e. (U) Generate new knowledge in the field of intelligence studies through 

independent research culminating in an original contribution or as part of a joint 

team response. 



 

(U) 4. Joint SOF Support to Design-based and Integrative Campaigning and Statecraft  

 

(U) This competency focuses on applications of design-based integrative statecraft approaches to 

gaining better understandings of, and designing and testing practical solutions to, today’s 

intersectionality of threats best understood as compound security threats (CSTs), produced by a 

new aspect of the classic security dilemma, theorized as the Compound Security Dilemma 

(CSD).  This competency enables SOF professionals to assess and frame problems and develop 

approaches across an operational continuum that addresses the complexities and irregular 

character of the international environment.  This competency enables a deeper understanding of 

the theory of strategy, operational art & design, special operations, and other factors that affect, 

influence, detract and aid in the development and conduct of integrated campaigns in pursuit of 

U.S. national security objectives.  

      

(U) Upon completion of the program, students will: 

a. Evaluate the complexity and dynamic character of the current and emergent 21st 

Century operating environments. 

b. Value JIIM-C partnerships and co-create anticipatory integrated statecraft 

approaches to national security. 

c. Apply select social theories and technology knowledge to appropriate social 

cultural dynamics and explain human geography and security. 

d. Demonstrate knowledge of Special Operations and SOF history in the context of 

national security environments. 

e. Generate policy relevant and resource informed Special Operations; unilaterally 

and by, thru and with JIIM-C partners across the conflict continuum to achieve 

strategic effects. 

 

(U) 5. Leadership and the Joint SOF Professional Ethos  

 

(U) This competency seeks to develop and sustain SOF professionals’ ability to sustain and 

engage in strengthening partner resiliency as part of strategic irregular and unconventional 

warfare operations. And to do so, for others (i.e., allies and partners), SOF must first and always 

reconsider the moral-ethical factors and aspects of its own identity.  This requires that SOF 

formations understand leadership and ethical decision-making in the context of unfamiliar and 

highly complex combat environments involving indigenous and irregular paramilitary partner 

forces who often lack any formal military training. The leadership challenges that SOF operators 

face involve the need to understand cross-cultural and relational leadership styles within complex 

adaptive systems and networks in conditions when SOF teams are alone, outnumbered, and 

completely reliant on their partner force for survival.  

 

 



 

(U) Upon completion of the program, students will: 

a. (U) Appreciate “Joint SOF as a Profession" as the embodiment and enforcement 

of shared ethics, norms, and laws required for leadership of US, SOF, allied, and 

partner military force as part of globally integrated military operations.   

b. (U) Apply stewardship of the “Joint SOF Profession” to adapt globally integrated 

operations to emerging threats and opportunities endemic to the Nation.  

c. (U) Demonstrate advanced cognitive and communication skills employing agile, 

critical, creative systematic, and innovative thought.  

d. (U) Apply the self-leadership and organizational leadership skills required of SOF 

Leaders.  

e. (U) Apply principles of SOF-specific leadership for problem-solving across the 

full continuum of cooperation, competition, conflict, and war in ways that avoid 

moral injury to the Nation.  

(U) J-NEXT: Achieving Intellectual Overmatch 

 

The new character of global geopolitical competition demands a use and utility of SOF equally 

‘compounded;’ that is, … a comprehensive combination of all the skills, techniques, operational 

methods and tradecraft of all past ‘Ages’ of SOF, amplified by 21st century emergent technologies.  

This requires nothing less than the teaching, preparation, and development of SOF Professionals 

who are Joint-Combined SOF Enterprise Highly Educated, Hyper-(Tech) Enabled, 

Responsible Operators (H.E.2R.O.TM) – Joint Special Operations University (JSOU) Summary 

of Conclusions, 24 June 20222 

(U) The J-NEXT initiative is a direct response to the articulated needs of the United States 

Special Operations Command (USSOCOM) and the larger Department of Defense (DoD).  It 

aligns to, formally builds upon, and puts into action the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s 

Enlisted and Professional Military Education Policies (EPMEP & OPMEP).  Key to the initiative 

is modular delivery of research-informed responsive and prospective, SOF-peculiar outcomes-

based military education (OBME) across the learning continuum, with a concentrated focus on 

‘Fourth Age’ Special Operations (SO) and Special Operations Forces (SOF) in the context of 

strategic competition and Irregular Warfare.  The five joint-combined SOF core competencies 

drive JSOU’s Learning Pathways in Action (LPiA) education delivery mode(s) and illuminate 

and advance research and knowledge in the competency arenas.  Three lines of effort (LOE) – 

Research and Analysis (R&A), Service and Outreach (S&O), and Teaching and Learning (T&L) 

– define the “ways” JSOU implements, assesses, and advances SOF-peculiar education.  

Establishing a baseline education for all SOF professionals in the five newly identified, and 

previously gapped, knowledge arenas is a non-discretionary joint-combined SOF basic common 

core curriculum.  The Joint-Combined SOF Roles in Compound Security Competition 

 
2 JSOU Summary of Conclusions (June 2022) formally captures CDRUSSOCOM approval of the concept plan, 
strategic plan, and implementation plan for the JSOU-NEXT change initiatives. 



 

curriculum provides knowledge for the Enterprise to navigate the complexities of compound 

security threats while enabling solutions for our Nation that remain below the threshold of war, 

i.e., Special Operations and SOF classic and emergent roles in “Irregular Warfare.” 

 

 
(U) Figure I-2 – America’s Hedge – Joint SOF Global Covering Force 

 

(U) For SOF to be at the leading edge of creating solutions for compound security dilemmas, 

leading edge techniques and research-based best practices in learning models and methods have 

been accounted for within J-NEXT.  This includes modular delivery of an effective and agile 

outcomes-based curricula delivered both synchronous and asynchronous via resident, distant, and 

hybrid learning platforms; leveraging the latest technology; and incorporating andrological best 

practices in both the physical and virtual classroom with real time assessment of intended 

learning outcomes. In addition, SOF professional development includes partnering with civilian 

academic institutions, think-tanks, government, and private industry across the U.S. and globally. 

This enables SOF professionals to be connected to a “knowledge ecosystem” that can leverage 

research with other key stakeholders to influence the environment and build scholarship with 

strategic and operational impact. 

 

(U) Institutional Learning Outcomes 

 

(U) The five (5) joint-combined SOF core competencies support the larger JSOU mission and 

derived six (6) Institutional Learning Outcomes (ILOs).  The ILOs are aligned with the 

Chairman’s Desired Leader Attributes and underpin all education.  These ILOs drive educational 

offerings that produce Joint SOF professionals that are Highly Educated, Hyper-enabled, 

Responsible Operators – (H.E.2 R.O.TM) – H.E.2R.O.s will serve as Enterprise Experts, 



 

addressing strategic and operational challenges, with the ability to quickly think through and 

navigate problems with knowledge, insight, and foresight.   

 

 

 
(U) Figure I-3 – JSOU Institutional Goals 

 

(U) The Joint SOF H.E.2R.O.TM Profile 

 

(U) SOF professionals must be exposed to applied joint-combined SOF-unique education across 

the cognitive, psychomotor, and affective realms throughout their careers to become the 

H.E.2R.O.s™ who can achieve mission objectives, in complex and uncertain environments, in 

support of national strategic interests, while preventing moral injury to self and Nation.  JSOU 

education provides SOF professionals with theory, history, and praxis to “train the brain” and 

challenge mainstream assumptions regarding the roles, missions, and identities of SOF in 

compound and complex scenarios facing our Nation, allies, and partners.  

                                   

                                                             
                                                  

                                                                                         
                                                                                              

              

     

                

           

            

             

                

               

     

             

                

                

                

                

           

                      

            

          

                  

                  

          

             

        

        

         

      

           

                  

                 

                       

                   

              

                   

                  

                       

                      

                  

                    

         

                     

                      

                  

                   

                 

                       

                      

            

                         

                   

                         

           

                   

                     

                  

                

                    

                       

                    

                   

                        

                   

                    

                        

                  

                    

                        

                 

            

            

                     

        

              

                       

                   

                 

                

                      

              

                      

                  

         

                                                                      

                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                          

                                                                                                    

                                                                                           



 

 
(U) Figure I-4 – H.E2.R.OTM Profile 

 

(U) The  H.E.2R.O.TM Profile, adapted and derived from field tested and validated education 

rubrics, takes the JC-SOF Core Competencies and the J-NEXT initiative from theory to practice.  

Holistically, the rubric reflects a phased approach to developing a Highly Educated, Hyper-

Enabled, Responsible Operator; a Fourth Age SOF Leader-Operator Professional.  The rows 

identify criteria, which each support and align to multiple JSOU Institutional Learning 

Outcomes, highlighting the integrative and interdisciplinary relationship among the ILOs.  Each 

column corresponds to the level of education – from Common Core to Basic/Foundations, to 

Advanced/Applied, to CAPSTONE.  As such, the core competencies and ILOs are measurable 

and assessed routinely in the classroom and in practice to ensure knowledge gained through the 

integrated programs of study translate to operational and strategic outcomes.   

 

(U) Summary 

 

(U) The Fourth Age of SOF requires future experts and thought-leaders whose knowledge 

competencies will benefit current and future joint, interagency, interorganizational, and 

multinational cross functional efforts across the spectrum of Cooperation-Competition-Conflict 

and War.  The Five joint-combined SOF competencies, address the needs of the Nation through 

nurturing the minds of SOF professionals (enlisted and officer Joint Professional Military 

Education (JPME)) through a joint-combined SOF lens and exploration of SOF’s 12 Core 

Activities via “authentic” and relevant integrative learning experiences at multiple touch points 

throughout the SOF professional’s career.  

 



 

 

 
(U) Figure I-5 – US JPME Continuum 

 

(U) JSOU is addressing the needs of the Nation by filling an educational void in joint special 

operations.  Curricula, including the newly developed Integrated Programs of Study (IPoS), are 

designed to provide joint-combined SOF-peculiar education across the career span, building 

upon existing PME opportunities and in support of the Chairman’s DLAs, with the ultimate 

purpose to secure the national strategic advantage.  This includes rigorous and relevant SOF-

unique education, complementary to PME/JPME curricula, at multiple touch points along the 

SOF professional’s career and across all domains of learning: psychomotor, cognitive, and 

affective.  Continual review and renewal of education in the five core competency arenas ensures 

joint-combined SOF education that is responsive to the current needs of the force at the “speed of 

need” - and education that is prospective and anticipatory, informed by ongoing research & 

analysis projects, done in collaboration with partners that is nothing less than the discovery of 

Joint SOF ‘peculiar’ requirements in education, leader preparation and development that meets 

the needs of the SOF Enterprise today, while anticipating the needs of tomorrow’s force.     

 

 

 

 

          

      


