
16-10-05	

1	

Noise	in	the	Gray	Zone:	
	

Findings	from	an	Atlantic	Council	Crisis	Game	

Rex	Brynen	
Department	of	Political	Science,	McGill	University	

Nonresident	Senior	Fellow,	Atlantic	Council	
senior	editor,	PAXsims	

The	Game	

In	June	2016	the	Atlantic	
Council	convened	a	crisis	game	
to	explore	the	effects	of	
varying	degrees	of	US	
engagement	on	crisis	stability	
in	the	Middle	East.	

While	this	was	the	primary	
purpose	of	the	event,	the	crisis	
simulation	also	generated	a	
number	of	interesting	findings	
about	“gray	zone”	conflict.	

Preface by Bilal Y. Saab
The next US president will inherit an array of major foreign policy 
challenges from nearly every corner of the globe. However, none seems 
more complex and perhaps consequential, I think, than identifying 
America’s role in the Middle East now and into the future.

Critics of President Barack Obama’s handling of the Middle East see 
a relationship between the scaling down of US involvement in the 
region and the drastic deterioration of security conditions, and more 
specifically, the ascendency of the very powers—state and nonstate—
that US policy has long sought to counter or contain, including Russia, 
Iran, and the band of terrorists linked to Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State 
of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS). These critics also believe that Washington’s 
aversion to military intervention in the Syrian conflict and its nuclear 
agreement with Iran (which did not address its bellicose regional 
agenda) have made the United States’ traditional regional partners 
wary of its intentions. 

Proponents of Obama’s Middle East policy argue that much of the 
region’s increased instability has little to do with US designs, changed or 
not, and should be attributed instead to preexisting and local problems. 
Furthermore, it was over-involvement during the George W. Bush 
presidency, they contend, that partly led to the present travails. Had 
the United States not gone to war against Iraq in 2003 and disbanded 
the Iraqi army, for example, ISIS would not have come to the fore. Had 
the United States not promoted free elections with little regard for 
institution-building, illiberal Islamists would not have hijacked politics 
in several countries in the region. Finally, it is seen as a net gain for all 
sides, and for regional security, that regional partners are reducing their 
security dependency on the United States and further investing in self-
defense capabilities. 

It is very difficult to tell whether reduced or increased US engagement 
in the Middle East would make a dramatic difference for regional 
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Methodology	

Two	simultaneous	games,	one	
with	a	“more	engaged”	US	
policy	posture	(PURPLE),	and	
one	with	a	“less	engaged”	US	
posture	(GOLD).	

Two	separate	US	teams.	

All	other	teams	(KSA/GCC,	Iran,	
Russia,	China,	other	coalition	
allies,	red	team/non-state	
actors)	played	in	both	policy	
settings	simultaneously,	to	
facilitate	post-game	
comparisons	and	analysis.	

https://paxsims.wordpress.com/2016/06/25/crisis-gaming-at-the-atlantic-council-some-methodological-reflections/	
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general	findings	

  Greater	US	engagement	did	not	necessarily	have	
positive	effects	on	crisis	stability.	
  US	policy	only	one	of	many	variables	
  it	is	what	you	do	that	matters—not	how	much	of	it	you	
do	

  Gulf	partners	are	reluctant	to	act	without	US	support
—but	may	do	so	if	they	feel	they	have	been	
abandoned.	
  Gulf	partners	will	seek	to	use	US	power	as	a	proxy	for	
their	own	
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general	findings	

  Adversaries	may	not	be	fully	deterred	by	a	greater	
American	military	presence,	but	rather	focus	on	
other	arenas	where	American	power	is	more	limited.	
  Iran:	proxy	(Hizbullah)	attacks	on	KSA	targets,	cyber	
attacks	on	GCC	infrastructure	

  Regional	conflict	and	sectarian	tensions	create	multiple	
opportunities	for	proxy	warfare	(Syria,	Iraq,	Yemen,	
Lebanon,	etc.)	

  KSA,	US:	stepped	up	support	for	YPG,	Syrian	opposition	

gray	zone	“noise”	

  All	parties	frequently	attributed	events	as	gray	zone	
challenge	by	an	opponent	even	when	the	other	party	was	
not	responsible:	
  bombing	of	Iranian	embassy	(Syrian	jihadists,	not	KSA)	
  KSA-IRGC	naval	incident	(accidental	escalation)	

  missing	Saudi	sailor	(drowned	at	sea)	

  bombing	of	Saudi	embassy	(local	Bahraini	militants,	not	
IRGC)	

  In	other	words,	regional	conflict	“noise”	was	often	
misunderstood	as	a	deliberate	gray	zone	challenge.	

  Some	actors	(allies	or	adversaries)	may	have	an	incentive	
to	contribute	to	this	confusion.	
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gray	zone	“noise”	

  Routine	gray	zone	actions	were	reinterpreted	and	
reframed	in	light	of	new	events,	despite	no	change	in	
opponent’s	strategic	intent:	

Houthi	shoot-down	of	KSA	C-130	(lucky	shot,	NOT	
Iranian	escalation)	

  IRGC	maritime	smuggling	of	arms	supplies	to	Houthis	
(routine	shipment,	NOT	Iranian	escalation)	

  Many	Iranian	gray	zone	actions	were	largely	borne	of	
frustration	at	continuing	diplomatic	isolation.	

signaling	in	a	world	of	gray?	

  A	frequent	finding	from	POL-MIL	wargames	on	
nuclear	deterrence	during	the	Cold	War	was	that	
actors	frequently	misperceived	an	opponent’s	efforts	
at	signaling	during	conflict.	

  This	problem	is	likely	to	be	significantly	worse	when	
dealing	with	hybrid	warfare	and	the	“gray	zone.”	
  Complex,	multi-sided	conflicts	(Iraq,	Syria,	Yemen,	
Afghanistan,	Ukraine,	etc).	

  Frequent	use	of	proxies.	

  Frequent	manipulation	BY	proxies.	

  Legal	and	moral	ambiguity.	
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questions/discussion	


