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The research hypothesis is that the employment of strategic ambiguity
and multidimensional synergy among military, economic, cyber,
informational and other tools within the framework of Russia’s hybrid
war against Ukraine, by creating a gray zone between war and peace,
complicating the direct attribution of responsibility, disrupting the
opponent’s decision-making process, and strengthening Moscow’s
levers of pressure and bargaining, overall facilitates Russia’s
achievement of its desired political objectives. This study adopts a
qualitative approach and a descriptive-analytical method, and is based
on documentary data, official reports, military doctrines and secondary
analyses. The findings show that Russia’s hybrid warfare, through the
systematic use of strategic ambiguity, the involvement of formal and
informal actors, the integration of battlefield operations with
information-cyber warfare, and the weaponization of economic and
energy instruments, creates a gray zone between war and peace in which
it becomes possible to manage tensions, increase leverage and advance
political objectives without relying on the classical model of
conventional warfare. Accordingly, the hybrid model grounded in
strategic ambiguity and multidimensional coordination functions as an
effective instrument for advancing Russia’s political objectives in the
Ukraine crisis..
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Introduction

The article examines Russia’s hybrid war against Ukraine as a paradigmatic case of
contemporary power projection in the gray zone between war and peace. Departing
from the conventional focus on isolated military or cyber dimensions, the study
centers on how strategic ambiguity and multidimensional synergy among military,
economic, cyber, informational and energy instruments are orchestrated to facilitate
Moscow’s political objectives. The core research question asks how the deliberate
use of ambiguity and coordinated, cross-domain tools in Russia’s hybrid campaign
has shaped its capacity to achieve political gains vis-a-vis Ukraine from 2014
(Crimea and Donbas) through the full-scale invasion in 2022. Against the backdrop
of a crowded literature on hybrid warfare, the article identifies key gaps: the marginal
treatment of strategic ambiguity as an explanatory variable, the insufficient
conceptualization of synergy across domains, and the lack of a longitudinal analysis
that connects early low-cost successes to later unintended consequences and
declining returns. The study claims that Russia’s hybrid model has been most
effective when ambiguity and synergy have been tightly aligned and centrally
coordinated, and most vulnerable when the same mechanisms generated blowback
at domestic, regional and systemic levels.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework conceptualizes hybrid warfare not as a novel toolkit, but
as a mode of integration across existing instruments of power. Hybrid war is defined
as the deliberate blurring of boundaries between war and peace, military and non-
military means, state and non-state actors, overt and covert action, linear and non-
linear operations. Within this configuration, strategic ambiguity denotes the
intentional obfuscation of attribution, intent and thresholds of escalation, designed
to trap the adversary in a cognitive deadlock and inhibit timely and decisive
responses. The notion of the gray zone captures activities that remain below the
threshold of conventional war yet cumulatively alter the strategic balance.
Multidimensional synergy is theorized as the coordinated and dynamic use of diverse
instruments such that their combined effect exceeds the sum of their separate
impacts. Drawing on NATO’s hybrid-threats doctrine, the Gerasimov-style
conception of “new-generation warfare” and Russian doctrinal discourse, the
framework emphasizes three features: (1) central command and synchronization
across domains; (2) the ability to switch horizontally between tools (e.g., cyber,
energy, information) while maintaining a stable level of overall pressure; and (3) the
exploitation of ambiguity to manage escalation, maintain deniability and keep
operations below adversary red lines. In this view, hybrid warfare functions as a
systemic campaign in which information and cognitive effects are not ancillary, but
the core integrative layer binding kinetic, economic and political actions.
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Methodology

The study employs a qualitative, descriptive-analytical research design. It relies on
extensive documentary analysis of academic literature, official Russian and Western
strategic documents, policy reports, military doctrines and secondary analyses
related to the Russia—Ukraine conflict and hybrid warfare. The temporal scope
covers the period from 2014 to 2022, allowing for a longitudinal reading of the
evolution of Russia’s hybrid strategy from the annexation of Crimea and the
outbreak of the Donbas conflict to the large-scale invasion. Using the hybrid warfare
framework as an analytical lens, the article systematically codes and interprets
Russian actions along four main dimensions: military and paramilitary operations,
cyber and information operations, economic and energy instruments, and the role of
state and non-state proxies. Special attention is paid to episodes where ambiguity
and cross-domain coordination are most visible, enabling an assessment of causal
mechanisms linking hybrid instruments to political outcomes.

Discussion

The findings identify strategic ambiguity as the core operational logic of Russia’s
hybrid campaign. In the Crimean phase, the deployment of “little green men”, the
use of unmarked forces and the reliance on local proxies enabled Moscow to rapidly
alter facts on the ground while keeping the legal and political attribution contested.
Similar patterns appeared in Donbas, where deniable support to separatists blurred
the line between civil war and external aggression. In the cyber domain, state-linked
actors conducted disruptive operations against Ukrainian government and financial
infrastructures without formal acknowledgment, leveraging plausible deniability to
limit international retaliation. In the energy sphere, the manipulation of gas supplies
functioned as a coercive signal, yet was framed as commercial or technical,
preserving a facade of non-militarization. Across these domains, ambiguity reduced
the clarity of aggression, fragmented international consensus and slowed decision-
making in Kyiv and Western capitals.

At the same time, the study shows that multidimensional synergy substantially
amplified the impact of these ambiguous actions. Military operations were embedded
within a broader matrix of information campaigns, cyberattacks, economic pressure
and diplomatic signaling, coordinated in such a way that shocks in one domain
reinforced vulnerabilities in others. Cyber operations against critical infrastructure
coincided with kinetic strikes and disinformation campaigns, intensifying societal
anxiety and overloading the Ukrainian state’s crisis-management capacity.
Economic and energy pressure targeted not only Ukraine but also European states,
seeking to fracture Western unity and generate divergent threat perceptions. Private
military companies, criminal networks and non-governmental organizations were
integrated into this architecture, further complicating attribution and expanding the
range of deniable tools. However, the analysis also underlines the double-edged
nature of Russia’s hybrid strategy. While the combination of ambiguity and synergy



produced swift strategic gains in 2014 at relatively low cost, its long-term
sustainability deteriorated. The 2022 escalation triggered unprecedented Western
military, economic and political counter-synergy in support of Ukraine, accelerated
NATO enlargement, and hardened European energy diversification policies.
Internally, the extensive reliance on proxy actors such as the Wagner Group
generated governance and control problems, culminating in open challenges to state
authority. The very mechanisms designed to shield Russia from costs and maintain
flexibility thus contributed to strategic overreach and growing systemic constraints.
Conclusion

The article concludes that Russia’s hybrid war against Ukraine exemplifies the
transition from traditional, battlefield-centric warfare to complex, cross-domain
campaigns in which strategic ambiguity and multidimensional synergy are primary
instruments of statecraft. The empirical evidence supports the central claim that
hybrid warfare can temporarily expand a state’s room for maneuver, lower the
immediate costs of coercion and complicate adversary responses by operating in the
gray zone. Yet, the same pattern reveals structural vulnerabilities: prolonged
ambiguity erodes legitimacy and predictability, while sustained synergy across
domains invites counter-synergy by coalitions that can mobilize greater aggregate
resources. From a policy perspective, the study highlights the need for states exposed
to hybrid threats to develop comprehensive resilience strategies that integrate media
literacy and cognitive defense, robust cyber protection, energy and economic
diversification, and clear legal frameworks for responding to below-threshold
aggression. It also underscores the urgency of adapting international law and security
institutions to address attribution, state responsibility and the regulation of private
military actors and cyber operations. Conceptually, the article contributes to the
hybrid warfare literature by elevating strategic ambiguity and multidimensional
synergy from descriptive labels to central analytical variables, and by demonstrating,
through a longitudinal case, that the effectiveness of hybrid strategies is contingent,
time-bound and vulnerable to significant unintended consequences in a complex
international system.

Keywords: Hybrid Warfare, Strategic Ambiguity, Multidimensional Synergy,
Russia, Ukraine, Modern Security Strategies.
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