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Abstract: Conventional Western operational doctrine has long treated the operational pause
as a regrettable, primarily logistical interruption between phases of decisive action — a mo-
ment when the attacker has exceeded the culminating point and must consolidate. The Russo-
Ukrainian war from February 2022 through the end of 2023 has rendered that minimalist
conception inadequate. Drawing on peer-reviewed scholarship in Survival, the Journal of 8
Strategic Studies, Defence Studies, the Journal of Slavic Military Studies, Contemporary Se-
curity Policy, the Scandinavian Journal of Military Studies, and Small Wars and Insurgencies,
together with RUSI tactical reports and a granular reconstruction of the campaign's first §
twenty-two months, this article — written in early 2024 with the benefit of two full campaign «
years of evidence — introduces the Operational Pause Function Typology (OPFT). The
OPFT is a three-category analytical framework that classifies operational pauses as regenera-
tive, shaping, or exhaustion-imposed. It is operationalised through seven coded pause epi- §
sodes spanning the spring 2022 reset around Kyiv, the early-Donbas culmination of summer <
2022, the Kharkiv-Kherson autumn 2022 transfer of initiative, the Russian Kherson with- £
drawal of November 2022, the Russian winter operational pause of 2022-2023, the Ukrainian B
shaping pause preceding the June 2023 counteroffensive, and the Ukrainian exhaustion-im- po
posed pause of October—December 2023. The study finds that across these episodes the &'
burden of strategic exhaustion was transferred not principally through casualty arithmetic but §
through pause-management — that is, through one belligerent's capacity to convert the oth- <™
er's compulsory regeneration into a shaping window. Three hypotheses are tested: that opet- é’
ational pauses can serve as deliberate exhaustion instruments; that pause-frequency correlates D.
with shifts in strategic initiative; and that Russian pauses functioned distinctly as exhaustion- E
impositions rather than as voluntary recoveries. The doctrinal implications are that opera- E“
tional art under modern attrition demands explicit pause-design as a planning category and
that NATO operational doctrine should integrate pause-aware metrics into the next doctrinerg
review cycle. \O
Keywords: operational pause, strategic exhaustion, attritional warfare, Russo-Ukrainian war, opemfzomz/ S
art, doctrine, pause typology.
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INTRODUCTION

By the end of 2023 the war that Russia
launched against Ukraine in February 2022
had outrun every confident pre-war pre-
diction about its character (Gady & Kof-
man, 2023). Western analysts who in
March 2022 forecast either a swift Russian
victory or a swift Russian collapse have
long since revised their expectations
downward, and the conflict has settled
into what RUSI commentators describe as
a force-centric war of attrition rather than
a terrain-focused war of manoeuvre (Wat-
ling & Reynolds, 2023). The present article
is written in early 2024, with the benefit of
approximately twenty-two months of
high-intensity combat to draw on, and it
takes as its empirical universe the period
from the February 2022 invasion through
the close of 2023. Inside this transformed
strategic context, the concept of the oper-
ational pause has acquired analytical
weight that pre-war doctrine never as-
signed to it. Where the dominant Western
doctrinal vocabulary treated pauses as re-
sidual events compelled by the culminating
point — a Clausewitzian moment when
offensive momentum exceeds the means
available to sustain it — the war's first two
campaign years have revealed pauses as
discrete, function-bearing operational
events whose timing, duration, and con-
tent are themselves planning variables
(Dalsjo, Jonsson, & Norberg, 2022).

The empirical record from the con-
flict's first twenty-two months yields a pat-
adox that classical operational theory can-
not easily accommodate. Both Russia and
Ukraine have entered, exited, and re-en-
tered operational pauses repeatedly at
scales ranging from regimental to theatre,
yet the published doctrinal literature con-
tains no shared vocabulary for distinguish-
ing among them. A Russian pause
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undertaken to absorb mobilised reserves
and re-equip a depleted ground force dif-
fers in function from a Ukrainian pause
undertaken to integrate Western armour
and prepare a deep-strike campaign, even
when their durations are similar. A pause
forced upon a belligerent by the other
side's reconnaissance-strike complex is
functionally distinct from one chosen by
the same belligerent from a position of rel-
ative advantage, even when the visible ef-
fects on the line of contact appear superfi-
cially identical. The aggregate operational-
historical literature has produced rich re-
constructions of the wat's discrete phases
(Kofman & Lee, 2023; Watling & Reyn-
olds, 2023) without providing a typology
of the pauses that punctuate them.

The central research question of this
article follows from that gap. Under con-
ditions of protracted attritional warfare,
what functional categories of operational
pause exist, and how do these categories
relate to the larger phenomenon of strate-
gic exhaustion? Three hypotheses guide
the analysis. The first hypothesis (H1)
holds that operational pauses in protracted
attritional warfare are not exclusively reac-
tive recovery periods but can be employed
as deliberate instruments of strategic ex-
haustion against an opposing belligerent.
The second hypothesis (H2) holds that the
frequency, duration, and sequencing of
operational pauses across the 2022-2023
timeline correlate with shifts in strategic
initiative on the line of contact, with each
transfer of initiative preceded by an asym-
metric pause configuration. The third hy-
pothesis (H3) holds that Russian opera-
tional pauses during the analysed period
— most prominently the winter reset of
2022-2023 and the post-counteroffensive
consolidation of late 2023 — functioned
as exhaustion-imposing instruments dis-
tinct from Ukrainian pauses, which were



predominantly regenerative or shaping in
character.

The original contribution of this article
lies in the introduction of the Operational
Pause Function Typology (OPFT) — a
three-category analytical framework that
classifies operational pauses in attritional
warfare as regenerative, shaping, or ex-
haustion-imposed — and the application
of the OPFT to seven coded pause epi-
sodes from the Russo-Ukrainian war be-
tween February 2022 and December 2023.
To my knowledge, no published study in
the SCOPUS-indexed strategic-studies lit-
erature available at the time of writing has
offered such a functional taxonomy of op-
erational pauses, nor has it sought to test
whether the strategic-exhaustion mecha-
nism in attritional warfare operates more
through the management of pauses than
through the cumulative arithmetic of cas-
ualties and matériel. The framework allows
analysts and planners to identify the spe-
cific functional content of any given pause
and, by aggregating across episodes, to as-
sess which belligerent has been more suc-
cessful in converting the other side's
pauses into shaping windows. Where ex-
isting scholarship treats strategic exhaus-
tion as a near-monolithic outcome of attri-
tional pressure (Gady & Kofman, 2023),
the OPFT disaggregates exhaustion into a
sequence of discrete pause-management
decisions whose sum determines the larger
trajectory.

The remainder of the article is struc-
tured as follows. The next section reviews
the relevant literature on operational
pause, strategic exhaustion, and attritional
warfare, and sets out the mixed-method
research design. The Research Results sec-
tion presents the empirical mapping of
seven coded pauses and the OPFT classi-
fication of each. Three analytical sections
follow, treating in turn the conceptual
structure of the OPFT, its relationship to
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the broader theory of strategic exhaustion,
and the doctrinal implications for NATO
and partner forces in the doctrine review
cycle now opening in 2024. A concluding
section returns to the three hypotheses, ar-
ticulates the limitations of the design, and
identifies questions that exceed the scope
of the current analysis — most promi-
nently the question of how the patterns
identified through 2023 will evolve as the
war enters its third year.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND
METHODOLOGY

Literature Review

The literature relevant to the opera-
tional pause as a strategic instrument is dis-
persed across at least four sub-fields and
rarely consolidated. The first cluster is the
doctrinal literature on the culminating
point, which traces back to Clausewitz's
discussion of the moment at which an of-
fensive's accumulated friction exceeds its
remaining means. The most direct applica-
tion of this concept to the Russo-Ukrain-
ian war comes from Dalsj6, Jonsson, and
Norberg (2022), whose Survival analysis of
Russian military performance through the
early months of the war argues that Rus-
sia's initial operational design surpassed its
culminating point within roughly the first
ten days of the invasion, before significant
Ukrainian organised defence had matured,
and that the resulting forced pause around
Kyiv was a structural rather than a discre-
tionary phenomenon. The same argument
is extended in subsequent Ukrainian plan-
ning to the September 2022 Kharkiv coun-
teroffensive and the June 2023 southern
offensive, each of which sought to exploit
Russian culmination on a different axis
(Watling & Reynolds, 2023).

A complementary line of analysis has
been developed in Defence Studies, where



Kinsey and Ti (2023) re-conceptualise lo-
gistics rather than strategy as the primary
determinant of operational success and
demonstrate that Russian inability to sus-
tain its forces across the early invasion was
the proximate cause of culmination on
multiple axes. Skoglund, Listou, and
Ekstrém (2022) reach a parallel conclusion
in the Scandinavian Journal of Military
Studies, observing that Russian logistics
operated below the threshold required for
a manoeuvre campaign of the planned
depth, with the consequence that opera-
tional pauses became compulsory rather
than chosen. The implication that pauses
can function asymmetrically — as exhaus-
tion for one belligerent and regeneration
for the other — is implicit in this literature
but has not yet been formalised.

The second cluster concerns attritional
warfare itself. Watling and Reynolds'
(2023) RUSI analysis of the 2023 Ukrain-
ian counteroffensive documents the pre-
requisite conditions of attritional combat,
including fires dominance, the density of
Russian minefields (deepened from a doc-
trinal 120 metres to a practical aim of 500
metres), and the operational tempo of ap-
proximately 700—1,200 metres of progress
every five days under the most successful
Ukrainian tactical conditions. Gady and
Kofman (2023) translate this analytic in-
sight into prescriptive form for Ukraine in
their Survival article on Ukrainian attrition
strategy: a viable approach under attri-
tional conditions requires the deliberate
sequencing of high-intensity, high-attrition
phases against lower-intensity recovery
and shaping phases, the latter being pre-
cisely operational pauses by another name.
None of these contributions, however,
propose a typology of pause-functions per
se.

The third cluster is composed of de-
tailed operational-historical reconstruc-
tions of specific battles and campaigns.
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The technological transformation of Rus-
sian conventional fires has received granu-
lar treatment in the Journal of Slavic Mili-
tary Studies, where McDermott (2023)
documents the displacement of mass-fires
patterns by the new Reconnaissance-Fire
System and the consequent restructuring
of operational tempo such that pauses be-
come durations of differently-distributed
activity rather than durations of inactivity.
The institutional foundations of Ukrainian
battlefield performance have been mapped
by Sanders (2023) in Defense and Security
Analysis, whose analysis of the third wave
of Ukrainian military reform between 2016
and 2022 specifies the doctrinal baseline
that the Ukrainian armed forces brought
into the high-intensity phase of the war.
On the Russian side, the conceptual evo-
lution of the army's understanding of war
between 1993 and 2022 has been traced by
Minic (2023) in the Journal of Strategic
Studies, who argues that post-Soviet Rus-
sian strategic thought poorly prepared the
force for the kind of attritional, traditional,
high-intensity contest that the Ukraine in-
vasion would demand.

A fourth cluster, most directly relevant
to the OPFT proposed here, lies in the
critical engagement with Russian opera-
tional performance and adaptation. Dalsjo,
Jonsson, and Norberg (2022) document
the breakdowns in logistics, equipment,
morale, communications, and command
and control that produced the Russian op-
erational reset of spring 2022. Wiswesser
(2023) extends the same line of analysis to
Russian airpower, arguing in Small Wars
and Insurgencies that the strategic-air-op-
eration doctrine the VKS had articulated
in the years before the war was not execut-
able in practice once Ukrainian ground-
based air defence had been mobilised.
Coffey (2022) offers a complementary in-
stitutional perspective in the Journal of
Slavic Military Studies, showing that the



discipline problems of the Russian con-
script force had endured despite a decade
of reform — a structural condition that
conditions the rate at which Russian for-
mations can be regenerated during opera-
tional pauses. G6tz and Staun (2022), writ-
ing in Contemporary Security Policy, situ-
ate the entire enterprise within a strategic-
cultural framework that helps to explain
why Russian doctrinal writing tolerates
protracted attritional contests in a way that
Western doctrine does not.

Finally, two further bodies of work
bear on the analysis indirectly. The litera-
ture on emerging technologies in the war
(Favaro & Williams, 2023) helps to specify
why operational pauses in this particular
conflict have differed from previous ones:
the simultaneous arrival of mass-cheap
drones, electronic-warfare saturation, and
persistent ISR has restructured what activ-
ities are possible during a pause, and which
of those activities the adversary is able to
detect. The literature on Ukrainian and
Russian drone adaptation, in particular
Kunertova's (2023) analysis in Contempo-
rary Security Policy and Chavez and
Swed's (2023) account of the underdog-
emulation dynamic, helps to specify the
new operational-tempo conditions under
which pause-management now operates.
Both bodies of work serve as scope condi-
tions for the OPFT's applicability rather
than as its analytical core.

Research Methodology

The research design is mixed-method,
combining structured comparative case
analysis with thematic content analysis of
doctrinal sources. The comparative com-
ponent identifies seven discrete pause epi-
sodes within the period from February
2022 to December 2023, codes each ac-
cording to the OPFT, and triangulates the
coding across at least three independent
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published analyses. The episodes selected
are: the Russian operational reset around
Kyiv between late March and mid-April
2022; the Russian Donbas culmination of
summer 2022; the Ukrainian Kharkiv-
Kherson shaping that produced the au-
tumn 2022 transfer of initiative; the Rus-
sian withdrawal from west-bank Kherson
in November 2022; the Russian winter op-
erational pause of December 2022 to April
2023; the Ukrainian shaping pause preced-
ing the June 2023 counteroffensive; and
the Ukrainian exhaustion-imposed pause
of October—December 2023. Selection cri-
teria require that each episode be of at least
three weeks' continuous duration, of thea-
tre-relevant rather than purely tactical
scope, and the subject of treatment in at
least three independent published analyses
available by the end of 2023.

For each episode the coding procedure
assesses four indicators. The first is the
proximate driver of the pause — voluntary
regeneration, deliberate shaping intent, or
compulsion by adversary action. The sec-
ond is the principal activity during the
pause — force reconstitution, intelligence
preparation and force generation, or ab-
sorption of imposed attrition. The third is
the relationship between the pause and the
subsequent change in initiative on the line
of contact, measured by territorial move-
ment and intensity of contact in the four-
week period following the pause's notional
terminus (Watling & Reynolds, 2023). The
fourth is the perceived legitimacy of the
pause within the conducting force's own
doctrinal vocabulary, drawn from Russian
and Ukrainian primary sources where
available (Minic, 2023). A pause is coded
as regenerative if the proximate driver is
voluntary recovery and the principal activ-
ity is force reconstitution. It is coded as
shaping if the proximate driver is deliber-
ate preparation for a subsequent operation
and the principal activity is intelligence and



shaping fires. It is coded as exhaustion-im-
posed if the proximate driver is adversary
compulsion and the principal activity is the
absorption of attrition.

The data sources are exclusively open.
Primary sources include Russian-language
military periodicals, cited via secondary
content analyses, Ukrainian General Staff
daily situational reports, and OSINT veri-
fication through the Institute for the Study
of Wat's daily campaign assessments. Sec-
ondary sources include peer-reviewed arti-
cles in Survival, the Journal of Strategic
Studies, Defence Studies, the Journal of
Slavic Military Studies, Defense and Secu-
rity Analysis, Contemporary Security Pol-
icy, the Scandinavian Journal of Military
Studies, Small Wars and Insurgencies, and
Territory, Politics, Governance; institu-
tional analyses by RUSI, CSIS, RAND,
and the US Army War College's Strategic
Studies Institute; and operational com-
mentaries by analysts such as Michael Kof-
man, Rob Lee, Jack Watling, and Nick
Reynolds (Kofman & Lee, 2023; Watling
& Reynolds, 2023). I have deliberately lim-
ited reliance on press reporting except for
matters of dating, and I have triangulated
every quantitative claim across at least two
independent sources.

Four limitations merit explicit ac-
knowledgment. The first is temporal: the
observation window closes at the end of
2023, and the patterns documented here
may prove transitional rather than struc-
tural — particularly if the conflict moves
into a substantially different phase during
2024 or beyond. As the article is written in
early 2024, no claims are made about the
wat's evolution beyond the empirical hori-
zon of December 2023. The second is lin-
guistic: my engagement with Russian-lan-
guage doctrinal writing relies on secondary
content analyses (notably Minic, 2023) ra-
ther than on independent translation, and
Ukrainian-language doctrinal writing is
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under-represented in the corpus. I have
also accepted, perhaps too readily, the
OSINT conventions of the Institute for
the Study of War for dating pause termini;
alternative coding would likely shift the
boundaries of episodes 6 and 7 by some
weeks though, I suspect, not their OPFT
classifications. Finally, the single-re-
searcher design leaves the OPFT coding
decisions unchecked by inter-rater reliabil-
ity tests, a constraint I hope to address in a
follow-up study with two or three addi-
tional coders trained on the same indicator
schema.

RESEARCH RESULTS

Empirical analysis of the seven pause
episodes generated findings that can be or-
ganised in three blocks corresponding to
the three hypotheses. The first block, de-
rived from the application of the OPFT to
the seven episodes, demonstrates that dis-
tinct functional categories of operational
pause are empirically separable rather than
analytically indistinguishable. Table 1 be-
low presents the coding of each episode
against the four indicator categories.

The Russian operational reset around
Kyiv between late March and mid-April
2022 is coded as exhaustion-imposed. The
proximate driver was the failure of the
original Russian operational design and the
Ukrainian counterpressure that imposed
cessation; the principal activity was the ab-
sorption of attrition and the redeployment
to the Donbas axis (Dalsjo, Jonsson, &
Norberg, 2022; Skoglund, Listou, &
Ekstrém, 2022). The pause lasted approx-
imately twenty-seven days and was fol-
lowed within four weeks by a Russian op-
erational reorientation to the eastern axis.
The Russian Donbas culmination of June—
August 2022 is coded as a transition from
regenerative to exhaustion-imposed: the
early-summer phase saw Russia attempt to



reconstitute and regroup after Kyiv, but
Ukrainian artillery attrition imposed a sec-
ond cessation by August (Watling & Reyn-
olds, 2023). This is among the cases in

Episode Belligerent Period
Kyiv reset Russia Mar—Apr
2022
Donbas culmi- Russia Jun—Aug
nation 2022
Kharkiv—Kher- Ukraine Aug—Sep
son shaping 2022
Kherson with- Russia Oct—Nov
drawal 2022
Russian winter Russia (regen.) = Dec 2022 —
pause / Ukraine Apr 2023
(shape)
Pre-counterof- Ukraine Apr—May
fensive shaping 2023
Post-counterof- = Ukraine Oct—Dec
fensive 2023

Regenerative — ex-
haustion-imposed

Shaping

Exhaustion-im-

Exhaustion-im-

posed

which the OPFT category transitions
within an episode, supporting the method-
ological observation that pause-stability is
the exception rather than the rule.

OPFT Code Triangulated Sources
Exhaustion-im- Dalsj6, Jonsson & Norb-
posed erg (2022); Skoglund et al.

(2022); Watling & Reyn-
olds (2023)

Watling & Reynolds
(2023); Skoglund et al.
(2022); Kinsey & Ti
(2023)

Watling & Reynolds
(2023); Sanders (2023);
Gady & Kofman (2023)
Skoglund et al. (2022);

posed Watling & Reynolds
(2023); Wiswesser (2023)
Regenerative / Watling & Reynolds
Shaping (2023); McDermott
(2023); Coffey (2022)
Shaping Watling & Reynolds

(2023); Gady & Kofman
(2023); Sanders (2023)
Watling & Reynolds
(2023); Gady & Kofman
(2023); Kofman & Lee
(2023)

Table 1. OPFT Coding of Seven Pause Episodes (February 2022 — December 2023)
Source: Author's coding using the OPFT framework; triangulation per Methodology section.

The  Ukrainian  Kharkiv-Kherson
shaping of August—September 2022 is
coded as shaping. The proximate driver
was deliberate preparation for the autumn
counteroffensive; the principal activity was
the integration of Western HIMARS and
the staging of long-range fires that de-
graded the Russian rear-area logistics on
which any subsequent Russian counter-
shaping depended (Watling & Reynolds,
2023). The Russian withdrawal from west-
bank Kherson in November 2022 is coded
as exhaustion-imposed on the Russian
side, with the Ukrainian operational pres-
sure and the unsustainable logistics across
the Dnipro forcing cessation (Skoglund,
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Listou, & Ekstréom, 2022). Both episodes
together yielded the autumn 2022 transfer
of initiative — a case that, as discussed be-
low, exemplifies the asymmetric pause
configuration that the OPFT predicts will
accompany every initiative transfer.

The Russian winter operational pause
of December 2022 to April 2023 is coded
as regenerative on the Russian side and
shaping on the Ukrainian side, an asym-
metric pair: Russia used the period to ab-
sorb the September 2022 mobilisation of
approximately 300,000 reservists (Coffey,
2022, demonstrates the institutional limita-
tions Russia faced in this absorption),
while Ukraine simultaneously absorbed



and integrated Western armoured systems,
including Leopard 2, Challenger 2, and
M1A1 Abrams platforms, and prepared
shaping fires for the planned offensive
(Watling & Reynolds, 2023). The Ukrain-
ian shaping pause preceding the June 2023
counteroffensive is coded as shaping. The
proximate driver was deliberate prepara-
tion; the principal activity was force gener-
ation and the integration of nine new bri-
gades, including three trained on Western
combined-arms doctrine, alongside the
staging of long-range fires (Watling &
Reynolds, 2023; Sanders, 2023).

The Ukrainian exhaustion-imposed
pause of October—December 2023 is
coded as exhaustion-imposed. The proxi-
mate driver was the operational and mate-
rial exhaustion produced by the failed
June—September 2023 offensive, in which
Ukraine advanced only between 700 and
1,200 metres every five days through the
Russian first defensive belt; the principal
activity was the absorption of attrition un-
der conditions of degraded Western muni-
tions supply (Watling & Reynolds, 2023;
Gady & Kofman, 2023). By the end of
2023 the Ukrainian operational posture
had narrowed to local counter-attacks on a
contracted set of axes, while Russia re-
tained the strategic initiative on the eastern
front through the winter of 2023-2024.

The second block of findings concerns
the relationship between pause configura-
tions and shifts in strategic initiative.
Across the seven episodes, every docu-
mented transfer of initiative on the line of
contact was preceded by an asymmetric
pause configuration in which one belliger-
ent achieved a shaping pause while the
other was forced into either regenerative
or exhaustion-imposed posture. The April
2022 transfer of initiative from Russia to
Ukraine on the northern axis was preceded
by a Russian exhaustion-imposed pause
without a corresponding Ukrainian
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shaping pause, an outcome that reflects
the early-war asymmetry of force preserva-
tion (Dalsjo, Jonsson, & Norberg, 2022).
The September 2022 Kharkiv counterof-
fensive — episode 3 in the present coding
— exemplifies the same asymmetric logic:
Ukrainian shaping coincided with Russian
regeneration that was insufficiently con-
solidated to absorb the resulting blow
(Watling & Reynolds, 2023). The June
2023 transfer of initiative from Russia to
Ukraine on the southern axis was preceded
by an asymmetric pause pair in which
Ukraine shaped while Russia regenerated.
The October 2023 reversal of that initia-
tive was preceded by Ukrainian exhaus-
tion-imposition while Russia simultane-
ously executed a regenerative-and-shaping
pause on the eastern axis.

The third block of findings concerns
the comparative profile of Russian and
Ukrainian pause practices. Across the
seven episodes Russia conducted three
pauses coded as exhaustion-imposed
(Kyiv 2022, Donbas culmination 2022,
Kherson 2022) and one coded as regener-
ative (winter 20222023, with the Ukrain-
ian counterpart shaping). Ukraine con-
ducted two pauses coded as shaping
(Kharkiv-Kherson 2022, pre-counterof-
fensive 2023) and one coded as exhaus-
tion-imposed (October—December 2023).
The asymmetry across the first eighteen
months of the war thus initially favoured
Ukrainian  pause-management perfor-
mance, with the autumn 2022 transfer of
initiative as the high-water mark; the sec-
ond half of 2023 saw a reversal, with the
failure of the summer offensive producing
a Ukrainian exhaustion-imposed pause
that Russia was able to convert into re-
newed offensive pressure on the eastern
front. The H3 hypothesis therefore re-
ceives qualified support: Russian pauses
functioned distinctly as exhaustion-impo-
sitions on Ukraine in the late-2023 sub-



period, but the early-war record points the
opposite way.

CONCEPTUALISING THE OPER-
ATIONAL PAUSE: FUNCTION
OVER FORM

The first analytical task is to specify
why the OPFT's three-fold partition is
preferable to the binary that has domi-
nated existing scholarship. Western opera-
tional doctrine has historically treated
pauses as either intentional or uninten-
tional, voluntary or imposed. The Russo-
Ukrainian wat's first twenty-two months
suggest that this binary is too coarse to
capture the strategic logic that operates in-
side an attritional war. A voluntary pause
may serve regenerative or shaping pur-
poses; the two are operationally distinct in
their effects on the adversary, and conflat-
ing them — as much of the existing stra-
tegic-studies literature implicitly does
(Watling & Reynolds, 2023) — erases the
difference between preservation as an end
and preservation as a means.

Consider, first, the regenerative pause.
Its proximate driver is voluntary recovery;
its principal activity is force reconstitution.
The Russian winter pause of 2022—-2023 is
a paradigmatic case. After the September
2022 mobilisation that brought approxi-
mately 300,000 reservists into the regular
force, Russia required a four-to-five-
month interval to absorb, equip, train, and
deploy the new personnel into combat-
ready formations (Coffey, 2022, demon-
strates the depth of the institutional fric-
tion encountered in this absorption). The
pause's content was largely internal: depot-
level repair of armoured vehicles damaged
in the spring and summer 2022 fighting,
the establishment of new rear-area training
centres, and the reassignment of mid-
grade officers to the reformed units. From
the Ukrainian perspective the same period
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was experienced asymmetrically; this is the
methodological insight the OPFT formal-
ises. The same calendar interval can carry
a regenerative function for one belligerent
and a shaping function for the other.

The shaping pause is the second cate-
gory. Its proximate driver is deliberate
preparation for a subsequent operation; its
principal activity is intelligence preparation
and the staging of long-range fires. The
Ukrainian pre-counteroffensive pause of
April-May 2023 is the paradigmatic case.
Watling and Reynolds (2023) document
that during this interval Ukraine integrated
nine new brigades, three of them trained
on Western combined-arms doctrine,
while simultaneously executing a gradu-
ated long-range fires campaign against
Russian rear-area logistics, command
nodes, and air-defence systems. The shap-
ing pause is conceptually distinct from the
regenerative pause precisely because its
measure of success is not the readiness of
one's own force but the degradation of the
adversary's preparedness. A pause spent
reconstituting one's own units while the
enemy fortifies is a regenerative pause; a
pause spent reconstituting one's own units
while simultaneously degrading the ene-
my's defensive system is a shaping pause.
The two require different planning vocab-
ularies.

The exhaustion-imposed pause, the
third and most analytically novel category,
is a pause in which the conducting force
has not chosen the cessation of action and
cannot determine its content. Its proxi-
mate driver is adversary compulsion; its
principal activity is the absorption of attri-
tion. The post-counteroffensive Ukrainian
pause of late 2023 is the paradigmatic case.
Following the failed June—September 2023
counteroffensive, in which Ukrainian ad-
vances of 700—1,200 metres every five days
through the Russian first defensive belt
could not be translated into operational



breakthrough, Ukraine entered a forced
posture in which neither regeneration nor
shaping was the principal activity (Watling
& Reynolds, 2023). The principal activity
was simply the absorption of Russian artil-
lery, glide-bomb, and drone strikes while
the political and material conditions for
any deliberate pause type were absent. The
conducting force could neither fully regen-
erate (because the rate of attrition out-
paced its replacement capacity) nor shape
(because the operational tempo was set by
the adversary). The Russian doctrinal vo-
cabulary recognises this category implicitly
through the concept of a forced cessation
of opposing offensive activity, a recurrent
rhetorical figure in the Russian military-
thought literature analysed by Minic
(2023).

Three further analytical points follow
from the OPFT's three-fold partition. The
first is that pause-types do not necessarily
map onto offensive and defensive pos-
tures. A force on the strategic offensive
can suffer an exhaustion-imposed pause,
as Russia did at Kyiv in March 2022
(Dalsjo, Jonsson, & Norberg, 2022); a
force on the strategic defensive can exe-
cute a deliberate shaping pause, as Ukraine
did in May 2023 while still on the strategic
defensive across most of the front. The
second is that pause-types are sectorally
heterogeneous: the same belligerent can
simultaneously execute a shaping pause on
one sector and suffer an exhaustion-im-
posed pause on another, as Ukraine did in
September 2022 when its Kharkiv shaping
coincided with simultaneous defensive ab-
sorption on the Donbas axis. The third is
that pause-types are historically dynamic: a
pause that begins as regenerative can tran-
sition to exhaustion-imposed if the adver-
sary's reconnaissance-strike complex out-
paces the conducting force's reconstitu-
tion rate, as the Russian Donbas pause of
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summer 2022 did (Watling & Reynolds,
2023; Kinsey & Ti, 2023).

The OPFT therefore does not collapse
into a static taxonomy. Its analytic value
lies in providing a vocabulary for tracking
transitions between categories — from re-
generative to shaping, from shaping to ex-
haustion-imposed, and back again — and
for identifying the operational moments at
which such transitions occur. In the seven
coded episodes, six of seven exhibit at least
one within-episode transition between
OPFT categories, suggesting that pause-
stability is the exception rather than the
rule. This is a finding the existing literature
on attritional warfare has not made ex-
plicit.

STRATEGIC EXHAUSTION AS A
THEORY OF VICTORY: THE
PAUSE-MANAGEMENT MECHA-
NISM

The second analytical task is to relate
the OPFT to the broader concept of stra-
tegic exhaustion as it has been articulated
in the recent Survival and Journal of Stra-
tegic Studies literature. Gady and Kofman
(2023), writing from the perspective of
early 2023, argue that under the structural
conditions of the Russo-Ukrainian war —
geographic depth, mass mobilisation po-
tential on both sides, technological sym-
metry at the tactical level, and the absence
of decisive air superiority for either bellig-
erent (Wiswesser, 2023) — neither bellig-
erent can plausibly pursue a manoeuvre-
based theory of victory. The viable theory
of victory is necessarily attritional, and its
currency is the rate at which one side im-
poses exhaustion on the other relative to
the rate at which one's own exhaustion is
being imposed by the adversary. This ar-
gument has reframed Western strategic-
studies discourse during 2023.



Two limitations of this otherwise per-
suasive argument are visible from the per-
spective of the OPFT. The first is that
“strategic exhaustion” in the Gady-Kof-
man framing is treated as a near-aggregate
variable: total casualties, total munitions
consumed, total combat-effective bri-
gades. The framework permits no clear
distinction between a belligerent that has
suffered 100,000 casualties under regener-
ative-pause conditions (with replacements
arriving at the rate of consumption) and
one that has suffered the same number un-
der exhaustion-imposed-pause conditions
(with replacements arriving below the rate
of consumption). The two are radically dif-
ferent strategic situations, but the aggre-
gate metric does not distinguish them. The
second limitation is that the Gady-Kof-
man framing has no explicit mechanism
for the transfer of exhaustion across bel-
ligerents — that is, no explanation of how
the burden of exhaustion that has accumu-
lated in one force becomes exhaustion in
the other. Where existing scholarship
treats this transfer as automatic — the side
that exhausts faster loses — the OPFT
permits the more nuanced claim that the
transfer occurs through pause-manage-
ment decisions that can be specified, ob-
served, and contested.

The pause-management mechanism,
as the OPFT specifies it, operates through
three sequential moves. First, one belliger-
ent imposes a pause on the other through
the application of attritional pressure: the
adversary's offensive momentum exceeds
its sustainment capacity, or its defensive
line is degraded faster than its repair tempo
can match, or its political tolerance for cas-
ualties under static conditions exceeds the
rate at which it can substitute new for-
mations. The result is an exhaustion-im-
posed pause on the adversary. Second,
during the adversary's exhaustion-imposed
pause, the imposing belligerent has the
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opportunity to convert its own paired
pause into a shaping rather than a regener-
ative type. This conversion requires the
imposing belligerent to have built into its
planning the resources for shaping —
long-range fires, intelligence, diplomatic
timing — that are distinct from the re-
sources required for force reconstitution.
Third, the shaping pause then conditions
the adversary's subsequent operational re-
turn such that the adversary, when it re-
sumes offensive or even defensive activity,
does so under conditions that the impos-
ing belligerent has prepared rather than
under conditions that the adversary itself
has chosen.

The seven coded episodes illustrate
this mechanism's operation in both direc-
tions. The Ukrainian pause-management
performance during the August—Septem-
ber 2022 Kharkiv-Kherson period — con-
verting the Russian post-Donbas regener-
ative pause into a Ukrainian shaping pe-
riod — represents an effective execution
of the three-step sequence (Watling &
Reynolds, 2023). The Ukrainian pause-
management performance during eartly
2023 — converting the Russian winter re-
generative pause into a Ukrainian shaping
period for the June counteroffensive —
represents an attempted but ultimately in-
complete execution: Ukraine achieved the
shaping pause but, as Gady and Kofman
(2023) anticipate and Watling and Reyn-
olds (2023) confirm, was unable to design
its subsequent offensive in a manner that
fully exploited the shaping advantage. The
disjunction between achieved shaping
pauses and the operational return that fol-
lows from them is itself a research ques-
tion this article cannot fully resolve.

The OPFT also enables the introduc-
tion of an Asymmetric Pause Index (API)
— a complementary measurement that,
while informal in this article's empirical
implementation, may be operationalised in



subsequent quantitative work. The API
would be defined as the ratio of a belliger-
ent's shaping-pause days to its exhaustion-
imposed-pause days, computed across a
sliding three-month window. A belligerent
with API greater than one is converting
more days into shaping than into forced
absorption; a belligerent with API less
than one is converting more days into
forced absorption than into shaping; an
API near one indicates pause-parity.
Across the seven coded episodes, my in-
formal calculation suggests that Ukraine's
API was substantially above one during
the autumn of 2022 and again during the
late spring of 2023, declining sharply dur-
ing the second half of 2023; Russia's API
was below one during the spring and au-
tumn of 2022 but rose toward and past
one during the winter of 2022-2023 and
again in the closing months of 2023. These
trajectories track the broader assessments
of strategic initiative in the Survival and
RUSI literature (Gady & Kofman, 2023;
Watling & Reynolds, 2023) but disaggre-
gate them into a pause-functional unit of
analysis.

Two anticipated objections deserve di-
rect engagement. The first is that the
OPFT may simply rename existing strate-
gic-studies concepts. The objection has
surface plausibility but misses the point
that no existing concept distinguishes
among the three categories with the preci-
sion the OPFT supplies. The second ob-
jection is that pause-management deci-
sions are unobservable until well after the
fact and therefore cannot be the basis for
prospective analysis. The objection has
merit but is weaker than it appears. The

three OPFT indicators — proximate
driver, principal activity, subsequent
change in initiative — can be assessed

within four to six weeks of a pause's no-
tional terminus, which places the analytical
instrument well within the planning
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horizon of operational headquarters.
NATO J-5 staff working on contemporary
scenarios could, on this account, classify
pauses retrospectively in near-real time
and adjust their own planning accordingly.

DOCTRINAL IMPLICATIONS: TO-
WARD A PAUSE-AWARE OPERA-
TIONAL ART

The third analytical task is to specify
what the OPFT implies for operational
doctrine. Three implications stand out.
The first is that the operational pause
should be promoted from a residual cate-
gory — what doctrine writers describe as a
transition between phases — to a planning
category in its own right. Current Western
operational doctrine treats pauses as mo-
ments of operational consolidation but
does not require planners to specify in ad-
vance whether the consolidation is regen-
erative, shaping, or exhaustion-imposed.
The Russo-Ukrainian wat's first twenty-
two months suggest that a doctrine which
treats all consolidation as functionally
equivalent will systematically misallocate
resources between force-reconstitution re-
quirements and shaping-fires requirements
(Watling & Reynolds, 2023; McDermott,
2023). The OPFT-aware revision would
require the operational planner to specify,
for every projected pause, which of the
three functional categories the pause is in-
tended to serve, what indicators will be
used to detect a transition between catego-
ries, and what decision will be triggered if
the indicators show that a planned regen-
erative pause has become an exhaustion-
imposed pause through adversary compul-
sion.

The second implication is that the con-
ventional offence-defence binary should
be supplemented rather than replaced. The
Russo-Ukrainian war has not abolished the
analytical distinction between offensive



and defensive operations; it has, however,
revealed that the binary cannot capture the
strategic content of the long intervals be-
tween offensive and defensive periods. A
third category — managed pause — is re-
quired to make the operational picture an-
alytically complete. The implication for
force design is that a force optimised for
either offensive or defensive operations
but deficient in pause-management capa-
bilities (long-range fires for shaping, depot
capacity for regeneration, ISR-driven indi-
cator tracking for early detection of ex-
haustion-imposition) will perform poorly
in attritional warfare regardless of its tacti-
cal proficiency in the offensive or defen-
sive phases per se. The Russian force
structure, as documented through 2023
(McDermott, 2023; Minic, 2023), has con-
verged toward exactly such a pause-aware
design over the course of 2022-2023,
while the Ukrainian force structure has, as
Sanders (2023) shows in her Defense and
Security Analysis assessment of the third
wave of military reform, retained a struc-
tural orientation toward offensive shaping
at the expense of regenerative capacity.
The third implication is that NATO
doctrine review cycles now opening in
2024 should integrate pause-aware metrics
into their unit of operational analysis.
Three specific changes follow. First,
pause-typing should be a required field in
operational planning documents, along-
side the existing fields for objective,
scheme of manoeuvre, and main effort.
Second, the API or an equivalent measure-
ment should be tracked at the theatre and
operational levels and reported in routine
campaign assessments. Third, the doctri-
nal vocabulary should adopt explicit terms
for the three OPFT categories, drawn
where appropriate from existing usage and
standardised across NATO partners. The
strategic-cultural argument advanced by
Go6tz and Staun (2022) helps to explain
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why such a vocabulary will need to be
adapted differently for different national
doctrinal traditions: forces with strategic
cultures tolerant of protracted attrition will
integrate pause-typing more readily than
those whose doctrinal heritage privileges
manoeuvre and decisive engagement.

Beyond these specific doctrinal recom-
mendations, the OPFT has implications
for force-generation models. If pause-
management is a primary determinant of
attritional outcomes, then the force-gener-
ation pipeline should be sized not against
peak combat demand but against sustained
pause-management demand — that is,
against the rate at which the force needs to
convert exhaustion-imposed pauses into
regenerative or shaping pauses while sim-
ultaneously imposing exhaustion-imposed
pauses on the adversary. The current
NATO force-generation model, which
treats pause periods as periods of reduced
demand, systematically under-resources
the long-range fires, depot, ISR, and intel-
ligence-preparation capabilities that the
OPFT identifies as the principal pause-
management resources. This finding aligns
with but goes beyond the conclusion of
Sanders (2023) that the Ukrainian force-
generation system was structurally opti-
mised for tactical-level combat at the ex-
pense of operational-level sustainment.

A final doctrinal implication concerns
the integration of strategic communica-
tions into pause-management. FEach
OPFT category has a distinct optimal
communication posture. A regenerative
pause should ideally be communicated as a
deliberate, time-limited recovery period to
deter adversary opportunism and to reas-
sure allies. A shaping pause should be
communicated minimally and ambigu-
ously to preserve operational surprise. An
exhaustion-imposed pause faces the most
demanding communications challenge: it
must be acknowledged sufficiently to



preserve credibility with allies and the do-
mestic public, while being framed suffi-
ciently to deny the adversary the strategic-
communications victory of having im-
posed the pause. Ukrainian strategic com-
munications during the late 2023 period —
when Ukraine was clearly in an exhaus-
tion-imposed pause but was unable to
acknowledge that fact without fueling ad-
versary momentum — illustrate the diffi-
culty of this third communication chal-
lenge (Gady & Kofman, 2023). The OPFT
supplies a vocabulary for naming the chal-
lenge that did not previously exist in

NATO  strategic-communications doc-
trine.
CONCLUSION
The Russo-Ukrainian war between

February 2022 and December 2023 has
produced a body of operational experience
that the existing strategic-studies literature
has read principally through the lens of at-
tritional warfare and through the related
concept of strategic exhaustion. This arti-
cle has accepted the broad analytic framing
while arguing that the framing is incom-
plete in one significant respect. The mech-
anism through which strategic exhaustion
is transferred between belligerents has re-
mained under-specified, and the present
analysis has proposed that the mechanism
operates substantially through the man-
agement of operational pauses. The OPFT
has been advanced as a three-category an-
alytical framework that disaggregates the
otherwise undifferentiated category of
“operational pause” into regenerative,
shaping, and exhaustion-imposed sub-
types, each with distinct proximate drivers,
principal activities, and operational conse-
quences.

The first hypothesis, that operational
pauses can be employed as deliberate in-
struments of strategic exhaustion rather
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than functioning exclusively as reactive re-
covery periods, finds clear support in the
empirical record. Five of the seven coded
episodes exhibit at least one belligerent us-
ing the pause period actively for exhaus-
tion-imposition or shaping rather than
purely for recovery, and the Russian doc-
trinal writing analysed by Minic (2023) ex-
plicitly conceptualises the pause as such an
instrument. The hypothesis is therefore
confirmed.

The second hypothesis, that pause-fre-
quency and pause-configuration correlate
with shifts in strategic initiative, finds sup-
port but with important qualifications.
Across the seven episodes every docu-
mented transfer of initiative on the line of
contact was preceded by an asymmetric
pause configuration in which one belliger-
ent achieved a shaping pause while the
other was forced into either regenerative
or exhaustion-imposed posture. However,
the correlation is not deterministic: the
Ukrainian shaping pause of April-May
2023 did not produce a successful opera-
tional return in June—September 2023, de-
spite the apparent asymmetric advantage
Ukraine had accumulated against a still-re-
covering Russian force. The hypothesis is
therefore partially confirmed: pause con-
figurations are necessary but not sufficient
conditions for initiative transfers.

The third hypothesis, that Russian
pauses functioned distinctly as exhaustion-
impositions while Ukrainian pauses were
predominantly regenerative or shaping,
finds qualified support — and in fact re-
quires reformulation in light of the seven-
episode mapping. The eatly-war record
(March 2022 through November 2022)
shows the opposite asymmetry: Russia suf-
fered the bulk of exhaustion-imposed
pauses while Ukraine executed the bulk of
shaping pauses. Only in the second half of
2023 does the asymmetry reverse, with the
failure of the Ukrainian counteroffensive



producing the late-2023 exhaustion-im-
posed pause that Russia was able to con-
vert into renewed offensive pressure. The
hypothesis as originally formulated must
therefore be reformulated as a temporally-
bounded claim about the closing months
of the empirical window rather than as a
general claim across the whole conflict pe-
riod.

The principal original contribution of
this article is the introduction of the Oper-
ational Pause Function Typology (OPFT)
— a three-category analytical framework
that classifies operational pauses in attri-
tional warfare as regenerative, shaping, or
exhaustion-imposed — together with the
application of the framework to seven
coded pause episodes from the Russo-
Ukrainian war between February 2022 and
December 2023. The OPFT contributes to
the strategic-studies literature in three
ways: it disaggregates the otherwise mon-
olithic concept of strategic exhaustion into
a sequence of pause-management deci-
sions; it supplies a vocabulary for distin-
guishing among voluntary and imposed
pauses on the basis of function rather than
mere proximate cause; and it generates a
research agenda — including the develop-
ment of a quantitative Asymmetric Pause
Index — that subsequent work can pursue
with larger coding teams and finer tem-
poral resolution.

The methodological limitations of the
analysis are concrete and have been
acknowledged: the temporal observation
window closes in December 2023 and the
article is written in early 2024, meaning
that no claim is made about the wat's evo-
lution beyond that horizon; the linguistic
asymmetry of source coverage favours
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English- and Russian-language scholarship
over Ukrainian-language doctrinal writing;
the OSINT conventions of the Institute
for the Study of War have been accepted
for episode dating in a way that alternative
coding might modestly revise; and the sin-
gle-researcher coding of OPFT categories
awaits inter-rater validation. The substan-
tive limitation is that the seven coded epi-
sodes do not exhaust the war's pause-
events; smaller pauses at the divisional or
corps level have been excluded from the
corpus by the selection criteria, and a finer-
resolution analysis would likely identify ad-
ditional patterns that the present design
cannot capture.

Three directions for further research
follow. First, the OPFT can be applied ret-
rospectively to other protracted attritional
conflicts — the First World War's Western
Front, the Iran—Iraq war of 1980-1988,
and the Eritrean—Ethiopian war of 1998—
2000 — to test whether the typology's an-
alytic power generalises. Second, the
Asymmetric Pause Index can be opera-
tionalised quantitatively, using a larger cor-
pus of pause episodes, to test whether the
index correlates with subsequent strategic-
initiative shifts at statistically significant
levels. Third, the pattern of late-2023 ex-
haustion-imposition that this article docu-
ments on the Ukrainian side raises the em-
pirical question of whether 2024 will see a
continuation of the same dynamic or a re-
newed Ukrainian capacity to convert
pause-time into shaping. That question lies
beyond the empirical horizon of the pre-
sent analysis and is left open for a follow-
up study to be undertaken once the 2024
campaign has produced a comparable evi-
dence base.
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Sazetak: Konvencionalna zapadna operativna doktrina dugo je tretirala operativhu pauzu
kao zaljenja vrijednu, prvenstveno logisticku prekidanju izmedu faza odlu¢ne akcije — tre-
nutak kada je napadac prekorac¢io kulminacionu tacku i mora konsolidovati snage. Rusko-
ukrajinski rat izmedu februara 2022. i decembra 2023. godine ucinio je takvu minimalisticku
koncepciju neadekvatnom. Oslanjajuci se na recenzirane radove u ¢asopisima Survival, Jour-
nal of Strategic Studies, Defence Studies, Journal of Slavic Military Studies, Contemporary
Security Policy, Scandinavian Journal of Military Studies i Small Wars and Insurgencies, na
RUSI takticke izvijestaje i na detaljnu rekonstrukciju prvih dvadeset i dva mjeseca kampanje,
ovaj clanak — pisan pocetkom 2024. godine s evidencijom dvije pune ratne godine — uvodi
Tipologiju funkcija operativne pauze (Operational Pause Function Typology, OPFT). OPFT
je analiticki okvir od tri kategorije koji klasifikuje operativne pauze kao regenerativne, ob-
likujuce (shaping) ili nametnute iscrpljenjem. Operacionalizuje se kroz sedam kodiranih epi-
zoda pauza koje obuhvataju proljetni reset oko Kijeva 2022, kulminaciju ranog Donbasa ljeta
2022, harkivsko-hersonski transfer inicijative jeseni 2022, rusko povlacenje iz Hersona u no-
vembru 2022, rusku zimsku operativou pauzu 2022—2023, ukrajinsku oblikujuc¢u pauzu uoci
junske kontraofanzive 2023 1 ukrajinsku pauzu nametnutu iscrpljenjem od oktobra do de-
cembra 2023. Studija nalazi da je teret strategijskog iscrpljivanja kroz ove epizode prenosen
ne prvenstveno aritmetikom Zrtava nego upravljanjem pauzama — to jest, sposobnoscu
jedne strane da prinudnu regeneraciju druge strane pretvori u prozor za oblikovanje. Testiraju
se tri hipoteze: da operativne pauze mogu posluziti kao namjerni instrumenti iscrpljivanja; da
frekvencija pauza korelira s pomacima u strategijskoj inicijativi; i da su ruske pauze u kasnoj
2023. godini funkcionisale specificno kao nametanja iscrpljenja, dok su ukrajinske pauze
ranije u ratu pretezno bile oblikujuce. Doktrinarne implikacije jesu da operativha umjetnost
pod uslovima savremenog iscrpljivanja zahtijeva eksplicitan dizajn pauza kao kategoriju pla-
niranja i da NATO operativna doktrina treba da integriSe metrike svjesne pauza u ciklus re-
vizije doktrine koji se otvara 2024. godine.

Kljuéne rijeci: gperativna pauza, strategijsko iscrpljivanje, atricioni rat, rusko-nkrajinski rat, operativna
umjetnost, doktrina, tipologija pauza.
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