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The transformation of contemporary security threats has made traditional defense and security
models, which were primarily centered on direct military threats and hard power, insufficient for
addressing the complexity of the current strategic environment. Cyber threats, cognitive warfare,
economic pressure, technological sanctions, biological threats, military applications of artificial
intelligence, and hybrid warfare have created new challenges for the defense-security strategy
of the Islamic Republic of Iran during the 2021-2026 period. This study aims to analyze and
evaluate the major vulnerabilities of Iran’s defense-security strategy in confronting these
emerging threats. Using a descriptive-analytical approach, the study examines structural,
managerial, technological, human, and operational dimensions of the existing strategy and
assesses the extent to which they correspond to the evolving characteristics of contemporary
threats. The findings indicate that the primary challenge is not the absolute absence of defense
capabilities or deterrence capacity, but rather a growing gap between the rapid transformation of
the threat environment and the pace of adaptation in decision-making structures, technology,
institutional coordination, and human resources. Weak interinstitutional coordination, the
predominance of reactive rather than anticipatory approaches, vulnerabilities in selected cyber
infrastructures, dependence on certain strategic technologies, insufficient integration among
military, economic, cognitive, and cyber domains, and limited capacity for the integrated
utilization of emerging technologies constitute the most significant strategic weaknesses. The
study concludes that improving Iran’s defense-security strategy requires a transition toward an
integrated, anticipatory, multilayered, data-driven, and resilient model capable of coordinating
military, cyber, economic, cognitive, biological, and technological capacities within a coherent
national security architecture.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The contemporary security environment has undergone a profound transformation in which the
conventional distinction between military and non-military threats, domestic and external vulnerabilities,
and conditions of war and peace has become increasingly blurred. The expansion of digital technologies,
artificial intelligence, cyber operations, cognitive warfare, economic coercion, biotechnological risks,
unmanned systems, information manipulation, and hybrid forms of confrontation has fundamentally
altered the logic of national defense and security planning. In classical security paradigms, national
defense was largely associated with military preparedness, territorial protection, weapons capability, force
structure, and the capacity to respond to direct aggression. However, emerging threats are often networked,
multidimensional, indirect, asymmetric, and capable of producing strategic effects without crossing the
threshold of formal armed conflict. This transformation has required states to redefine not only the
meaning of threat, but also the conceptual scope of deterrence, resilience, strategic adaptation, and security
governance. Earlier studies on emerging threats emphasized that defense-security strategies must be
reformulated in response to changing patterns of vulnerability and the growing importance of strategic
governance (Ebrahimi, 2010). Within the Iranian context, this issue is particularly significant because the
Islamic Republic of Iran operates in a complex geopolitical environment characterized by persistent
regional instability, sanctions, technological restrictions, military competition, political confrontation, and
recurring cyber and information threats. Deterrence has therefore remained a major pillar of Iran’s
defense-security posture, particularly through the development of retaliatory capability and the effort to
increase the perceived costs of hostile action (Ansarifard & Haji Yousefi, 2017). At the same time, the
strategy of “threat against threat” has reflected an effort to prevent adversaries from enjoying one-sided
coercive advantages by creating reciprocal costs and countervailing capabilities (Kalantari & Eftekhari,
2014). Yet, as hybrid and emerging threats have become more prominent, the adequacy of a predominantly
hard-power-centered deterrence posture has increasingly been questioned. The present study therefore
examines the vulnerabilities of the Islamic Republic of Iran’s defense-security strategy in confronting
emerging threats during the period from 2021 to 2026, with particular attention to the extent to which
existing strategic structures, institutions, technologies, and decision-making processes have adapted to a
rapidly changing threat environment.

The theoretical and analytical framework of the study is grounded in a structural understanding of
international security in which states continue to operate under conditions of uncertainty, competition, and
the absence of a fully authoritative supranational security guarantor. In this environment, survival, power,
autonomy, and national security remain central concerns of state behavior. The broader realist tradition
has long emphasized the centrality of power and security in international politics (Ghavam, 2005), while
analyses of international relations have also highlighted the significance of systemic structure, power
distribution, and state capabilities in shaping strategic behavior (Seifzadeh, 2003). Nevertheless, the present
study applies this logic in an expanded form by recognizing that power in the contemporary security
environment can no longer be measured solely through military hardware, troop numbers, or conventional
firepower. Cyber capability, technological autonomy, economic resilience, intelligence integration,
cognitive influence, data control, artificial intelligence, and institutional coordination have become
increasingly important components of national power. This expanded understanding is especially relevant
in the context of hybrid threats, which combine military and non-military instruments in coordinated ways
and target multiple layers of national security simultaneously. The typology of hybrid threats demonstrates



that such threats may operate across political, military, economic, social, informational, and technological
domains, and that pressure in one domain can amplify vulnerabilities in another (Pourshasb & Kalantari,
2021). Recent discussions of Iran’s defense-security doctrine likewise emphasize the necessity of moving
toward a more integrated response to hybrid threats rather than relying exclusively on conventional forms
of deterrence (Piri & Masoumi, 2025). Accordingly, the central analytical proposition of this study is that
the most important weakness in Iran’s defense-security strategy is not the absolute absence of capability,
but rather the existence of a strategic-structural adaptation gap between the speed and complexity of threat
evolution and the pace at which institutions, technologies, human resources, and decision-making
arrangements are adjusted to those changes.

Cybersecurity represents one of the most visible and consequential areas in which this adaptation
gap can be observed. The increasing dependence of government services, financial systems,
transportation, communication networks, energy infrastructure, identity databases, and military command
systems on digital platforms has transformed cybersecurity from a technical issue into a core national
security concern. Cyber threats possess characteristics that differentiate them from many conventional
threats: barriers to entry are relatively low, actors are diverse, attribution is difficult, geographical distance
is less relevant, and operations can be launched rapidly and anonymously across borders. The national-
security implications of cyber threats have been recognized in earlier studies, particularly in relation to
the vulnerability of critical infrastructure and strategic information systems (Khalilipour Roknabadi, 2012).
Research on emerging cyber threats to the armed forces has likewise demonstrated that network security,
information protection, command-system resilience, and cyber preparedness are increasingly inseparable
from overall military effectiveness (Mahdavi Haji & Bouzmehrani, 2020). The principal vulnerabilities
identified in this study include technological dependence in selected hardware and software components,
inadequate institutionalization of security requirements in some technological development processes,
weaknesses in data protection and access control, insufficient coordination among responsible agencies,
fragmented cyber governance, and the persistence of reactive rather than anticipatory approaches. These
problems are particularly serious because cyber vulnerabilities can generate cascading effects across
economic, military, administrative, and social systems. The issue is therefore not simply whether domestic
technological products exist, but whether Iran possesses sustained control over the security, maintenance,
updating, auditing, and recovery mechanisms associated with critical digital systems. In this sense,
technological self-reliance must be understood functionally rather than symbolically. A domestically
produced system that lacks adequate security standards may remain vulnerable, while a foreign-origin
technology that is rigorously evaluated, isolated, monitored, and controlled may present a lower
operational risk. The key strategic requirement is therefore the ability to maintain secure and resilient
technological ecosystems.

The study further identifies hybrid, cognitive, economic, biological, and technological threats as
interconnected dimensions of the same strategic problem. Hybrid warfare creates particular difficulties
because it exploits the seams between institutions and sectors. If military, cyber, economic, informational,
diplomatic, health, and social institutions operate according to separate threat assessments and
disconnected chains of response, adversaries can exploit the resulting gaps. This problem is compounded
by hierarchical decision-making structures that may be effective in conventional command environments
but less adaptable to fast-moving, cross-domain crises. Hybrid threats require rapid information exchange,
common situational awareness, joint scenario analysis, and coordinated strategic action. The growing



significance of cognitive warfare also increases the vulnerability of national security systems that evaluate
conflict primarily through physical or military indicators. Cognitive operations seek to influence
perception, public trust, strategic judgment, and social cohesion rather than merely destroy material
infrastructure. In this environment, information credibility, media literacy, communication speed, and
public confidence become strategic assets. Economic pressure represents another major component of the
threat environment because sanctions, financial restrictions, supply-chain disruptions, and limitations on
access to technology can gradually weaken the material foundations of defense and resilience. Hybrid-
threat analysis confirms that economic and informational instruments can reinforce one another and
produce cumulative strategic pressure (Pourshash & Kalantari, 2021). Biological threats present similar
cross-sector challenges. Bioterrorism and other emerging biological risks can affect public health,
economic continuity, psychological stability, and emergency management simultaneously, meaning that
their consequences extend well beyond conventional military planning (Shahraki, 2021). The research
therefore argues that Iran’s defense-security strategy must treat cyber, economic, cognitive, biological,
and conventional military threats as parts of an integrated national-security environment rather than as
isolated policy domains.

Acrtificial intelligence and advanced military technologies constitute another critical dimension of
both opportunity and vulnerability. The historical development of military technology has repeatedly
altered the nature of strategic competition, as demonstrated by the growing importance of satellite systems
for communications, surveillance, reconnaissance, and military operations (Abedini, 1996). The current
technological transition is even more complex because artificial intelligence is increasingly embedded in
intelligence analysis, autonomous systems, surveillance, cyber defense, predictive modeling, target
recognition, data processing, and decision support. The potential defense-security applications of artificial
intelligence for Iran have recently received greater analytical attention, particularly because Al can
enhance the speed and precision of threat detection and strategic decision-making (Mahdavikia, 2025). At
the same time, artificial intelligence creates new vulnerabilities by enabling the automation of
cyberattacks, the mass generation of deceptive content, rapid exploitation of discovered weaknesses, and
accelerated battlefield decision cycles. The study therefore identifies a major risk in the widening gap
between the pace of technological innovation and the capacity of defense-security institutions to absorb,
govern, validate, and securely integrate such technologies. Effective use of Al requires more than
hardware or software acquisition. It depends on reliable datasets, secure computational infrastructure,
skilled human resources, institutional rules for verification, human oversight, and mechanisms for
protecting algorithms and data from manipulation. Similar considerations apply to advanced weapons
systems, unmanned platforms, missile technologies, sensors, and space-based capabilities. Defense self-
reliance remains an important strategic asset, especially under long-term sanctions and restrictions, but
self-reliance should not be equated automatically with technological superiority. The key criterion is the
capacity for continuous innovation, secure integration, interoperability, maintenance, upgrading, and
adaptation to changing operational conditions. Thus, the strategic goal should be the development of a
defense innovation ecosystem that links military organizations, universities, research institutions,
industry, cyber specialists, data scientists, and strategic decision-makers.

In conclusion, the analysis demonstrates that the central challenge facing the Islamic Republic of
Iran’s defense-security strategy between 2021 and 2026 is the strategic-structural adaptation gap between
the rapidly evolving character of emerging threats and the ability of national institutions to respond in an



integrated, anticipatory, and resilient manner. Iran possesses significant defense capabilities, experience
in deterrence, important areas of technological self-reliance, and established institutional structures;
however, the effectiveness of these assets depends increasingly on their integration within a coherent
multidomain security architecture. The most significant vulnerabilities arise from fragmented institutional
coordination, reactive decision-making, technological dependence in selected critical areas, insufficient
integration of cyber and cognitive security into broader defense planning, limited cross-sector threat
assessment, and the uneven incorporation of artificial intelligence and other emerging technologies. The
future effectiveness of Iran’s defense-security strategy therefore requires a transition from a
predominantly sectoral and response-oriented model toward an integrated, anticipatory, data-driven,
multilayered, and resilient model. Such a strategy should link military deterrence with cyber resilience,
economic security, cognitive defense, biological preparedness, technological innovation, and institutional
coordination. It should also strengthen joint threat assessment, cross-organizational information sharing,
strategic foresight, scenario-based planning, and rapid recovery capacity. The ultimate objective is not
merely to increase the quantity of defense capabilities, but to ensure that existing and emerging capabilities
operate as a coherent system capable of detecting threats early, reducing vulnerabilities before crisis,
responding proportionately during confrontation, and restoring critical functions rapidly after disruption.
In this sense, the future of national defense-security effectiveness depends less on the isolated strength of
individual institutions than on the quality of coordination, adaptation, learning, and integration across the
entire national security system.
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